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This book is dedicated to our 
editor Neal Maillet and to his 
late son Aaron Cooper Maillet, 
who passed away in a tragic 
accident just as this book was 
going to press. There is no easy 
way to come to terms with such 
a profound loss. May time bring 
Neal, Jacqueline, Brenna, and 
Hilary a measure of healing and 
comfort. 


FOREWORD 


I have been a professional technology investor 
since 1982, which has given me a front-row seat 
at the creation of the most exciting industries of 
the past thirty-five years, including personal 
computers, cellular phones, the Internet, and 
social networking. I was a mentor to Mark 
Zuckerberg during the early years of Facebook 
and at one time was a vocal advocate for the 
platform. I still love the Facebook service, but I 
believe that the company’s advertising business 
model has created social, economic, and 
political damage that demands a national 
conversation, and possibly intervention. And 
Facebook is not alone: the problem is endemic 
to Google, Snapchat, Twitter, Slack, and most of 
the other major Internet platforms. 

Internet platforms have revolutionized our 
lives, but only now are we beginning to see 
their dark side. Millions of adults lose 
productivity, sleep, and motivation through 
constant interruptions by technology that was 
supposed to make them more productive. There 
has been widespread coverage of the way 
Russian hackers exploited Facebook’s 
architecture to interfere in the U.S. presidential 
election of 2016. Less well known is the way 
that use of Facebook influenced the vote on 
Brexit in the U.K., as well as other recent 
elections in Europe. There is mounting evidence 
that Facebook is also being exploited by allies of 
the government in Myanmar to make genocide 
of the Rohingya minority acceptable to that 
country’s population. In the U.S., Facebook’s 


advertising tools enable illegal discrimination in 
housing and violate the civil rights of innocent 
people. The Internet platforms themselves are 
particularly dangerous for children, who do not 
have tools to protect themselves. Snapchat 
Streaks and similar products on other platforms 
substitute addictive activities for the human 
interaction that is so fundamental to the 
emotional well-being of children. On top of that, 
lack of vigilance by the platforms has resulted in 
millions of children being exposed to 
inappropriate content. 

The good aspects of Internet platforms are 
now being offset by flaws that are invisible to 
most users. All of this is possible because 
Facebook, Google, and other Internet platforms 
consciously addict their users in order to make 
their products and advertising more valuable. 
They combine propaganda techniques initially 
developed by the U.K. government in World War 
I with addiction strategies perfected by the 
gambling industry. They deliver two billion 
individually personalized channels on 
smartphones, the first media-delivery platform 
that is available to users every waking moment. 
The Internet platforms give users “what they 
want,” creating filter bubbles that reinforce pre- 
existing beliefs in ways that make those beliefs 
more extreme and inflexible, causing many 
users to reject new information and even 
evidence. 

It is ironic that tech platforms have joined 
illegal drug dealers in calling their consumers 
“users.” As are many illegal drug users, 
technology platform users are addicted. Too 
many have lost control over their lives. Too many 
cannot help themselves, because they either 
don’t know they are addicted or don’t have the 
tools with which to break the addiction. At 


present, there is no organized effort to help 
them. 

A handful of Silicon Valley leaders—mostly 
people like me who had once been involved with 
Facebook or Google—recognized this problem in 
2016 and 2017, and started to speak out. 
Meanwhile, the founders and CEOs of many 
major technology companies limit use of these 
products by their children, even as they promote 
unrestricted use by everyone else. Similarly, the 
platforms talk about privacy but take every step 
imaginable to invade the privacy of their users. 
They talk about connecting people, but their 
products actually increase polarization, 
isolation, and loneliness. 

We are at a crossroads. In 2016, the tech 
industry could reasonably claim to be unaware 
of the problems pervading advertising- 
supported Internet platforms. That is no longer 
the case. Policy makers in Washington and 
around the world increasingly recognize that 
the promise of always-on technology has given 
way to a dystopian present. The time has come 
for “users” to get involved and to push back on 
platforms that are causing them harm in the 
pursuit of profits. 

Your Happiness Was Hacked is a really 
important and timely book. Not only is it the 
first on this topic by people who have spent 
their careers in the tech industry, but it also 
combines analysis of the problem with 
thoughtful prescriptions. It will not be easy to 
fix what is wrong with the major Internet 
platforms and our relationship to them, but the 
first step is to present the facts and foster a 
conversation about where to go from here. Vivek 
and Alex have taken that critical first step. They 
have surveyed the pioneering work being done 
by my partner Tristan Harris, by James Williams, 





PREFACE 


TECHNOLOGY OVERLOAD IS PERSONAL 


Technology has given us so many gifts. Any 
information we need, Google lets us find within 
seconds. Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat let 
us share our lives with distant friends and 
family. Our smartphones can be our running 
coaches, our libraries, and our meditation 
gurus. We no longer need to wrestle with paper 
maps; smartphones read detailed directions to 
us aloud while mapping the routes on their 
screens, even quickly rerouting us should we 
diverge from the plotted course. Uber and Lyft 
have made summoning a car as simple as 
pressing a button. Amazon can deliver ordered 
items within a day (and, in some cities, within 
two hours). Netflix streams movies to our 
screens for less than the cost of going toa 
single film at the cinema. 

In the workplace, technology has forever 
altered our lives. E-mail allows us to 
communicate instantaneously and to have a 
permanent searchable record of our work. Slack, 
Facebook Messenger, and other instant- 
messaging applications let us chat and share 
files with work colleagues, and they build virtual 
watercoolers around which remote workers can 
gather to share stories, jokes, or GIFs. When we 
create presentations or need information, we 
can sift through millions of available (and often 
free) online images. Or we can watch videos 
that teach us new skills for nearly any task— 
from relighting a water heater’s pilot flame to 


using the most popular computer programs for 
artificial intelligence (AI). We get nearly all of 
the news we want, at any time, for free. 

Traveling on planes, we face flat-panel 
displays that let us flick from channel to channel 
or from movie to movie, keeping boredom at bay. 
We ride on elevators facing televisions 
broadcasting the news and weather, just in case 
we were unhappy about wasting the 30 seconds 
ascending or descending. Dynamic digital 
billboards now turn roadsides, bus stops, and 
city streets into carousels of capitalism. And 
virtual reality promises endless fully immersive 
adventures, enabling any of us to travel the 
world without moving from our chairs. The 
wonders never cease. 

Yet a growing volume of research finds that 
Americans are unhappier now than they have 
been at any time in the past decade—and are 
becoming unhappier. 

Psychologists raise the alarm over an 
epidemic of loneliness consuming society.” Rates 
of teenage suicide are rising, and today’s 
teenagers are less happy than teenagers of 
previous generations.° They are also less likely 
to leave the house, hold a job, and do things 
that were once rites of passage." Smartphone 
addiction has made distracted driving epidemic; 
nearly 3,500 people died and 391,000 were 
injured in vehicle accidents involving distracted 
drivers in 2015, and such accidents are 
becoming more common.” Our stores of empathy 
are shrinking, and narcissism is becoming 
normal, both trends being potentially 
attributable to pervasive technology.®” 

Obsessive use of social media enables 
constant unhealthy comparisons with the 
seemingly perfect lives of those we see in our 
social-media feeds—even when we consciously 


know that their lives are less than perfect. More 
than one-third of the U.S. population gets less 
than the recommended minimum seven hours of 
sleep a night, with many millions getting less 
than six hours, and some of the best sleep 
researchers in the world consider incessant 
exposure to technology a likely leading cause. 
Most smartphone owners, fearing being away 
from their devices, sleep with their devices 
within arm’s reach.® Naturally, they also 
respond to e-mails and social-media alerts when 
they wake up with their phones at their sides, a 
behavior no one thinks is healthy. Meanwhile, a 
growing body of research suggests that late- 
night exposure to the intense blue light emitted 
by most computer and smartphone screens 
impairs production of melatonin, a chemical 
essential to sound sleep. 

From texts to tweets to e-mail newsletters to 
bingewatching TV series such as Orange Is the 
New Black, so many things demand our 
attention. We are inundated with red circles and 
alerts and sounds, all designed to tap deep into 
our brains and hijack the neural pathways that 
enabled our ancestors to detect threats and 
thereby survive. What should serve us as primal 
alarm systems have left us trapped instead in a 
downward spiral of anxiety and discontent. 

We know that uncontrolled consumption of 
technology is increasingly diverting us from our 
intentions, but we seem unable to stop. 
Research subjects even choose to receive 
electric shocks rather than be left alone with 
their thoughts and without any technologies. 
The very engineers who built the devices that 
hold us rapt now express misgivings about what 
they have wrought (sending their own children 
to technology-free schools and restricting screen 
time at home), and the creator of the Facebook 
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Like button now has his personal assistant use 
parental controls to prevent him from 
downloading apps to his phone.?? 

Even worse, some of the smartest people in 
the world are using powerful artificial- 
intelligence technologies specifically to devise 
ever newer and more effective ways to hold our 
attention.’' We are collectively in the throes of a 
massive, harmful addiction that is the signature 
social issue of our time. This technology 
addiction is increasingly removing us from the 
direct experience of life, and that is 
consequently robbing us of our sense of 
peacefulness, security, stillness, and ease with 
ourselves. More cogently, our tech addiction has 
made it much harder for us to sit still or even to 
simply pay attention. The mechanism of this 
addiction is the steady, iterative diminution of 
our choices. This reduction of choice is a gentle 
slope. Like the frog boiling slowly in water, we 
spend increasing periods each day on our 
devices or interacting with technology, and our 
range of actual choices narrows.’2 This is not to 
say that we’re consciously aware of such limits. 
To the contrary, we imagine we have never 
before had such a bounty of ways to amuse 
ourselves, learn, research, and consume 
information. 

And it’s true that we also benefit from this 
newfound digital store of knowledge. We can 
find forecasts of tomorrow’s weather anywhere 
on the globe. We can quickly book flights or 
reserve tables at restaurants. We can snap 
pictures of our wage forms for software to 
convert into simple tax returns. On our phones, 
we can track the locations of our loved ones, 
and communicate in real time when we are late 
for appointments. And if we’re involved in car 
accidents, we have phones with which to call for 


help—or applications that automatically detect 
that we have been in an accident. 

But increasingly the choices we make are 
subtly (and not so subtly) manipulated by the 
makers of our technology in ways intended to 
promote the makers’ profit over our individual 
and collective well-being. 

In this book, we aim to help you understand 
why and how technology is making us so 
unhappy. And we correlate the rising use of 
smartphones, e-mail, social media, and other 
modern technologies with increasing angst, 
suffering, loneliness, and unhappiness. We 
analyze the scientific literature on how 
technology affects our lives. And we suggest 
what you can do about it. 

Both of us, Vivek and Alex, came to write this 
book because we feel strongly about the 
negative effects that technology can have on our 
lives. Each of us has felt these effects acutely in 
recent years. 

Neither of us hates technology. We both love 
it. And we could not imagine what our lives 
would be like without the massive benefits 
technology has provided to the world. We have 
made our careers in the technology field. 

But as parents and spouses, as managers and 
entrepreneurs, and as people, we have felt a 
growing unease with technology over the past 
decade as it has become more deeply embedded 
into our day-to-day existence. As we shared the 
idea for our book with others, every single 
person we spoke to felt what we were feeling: 
it’s a problem that affects our lives hugely. 

A growing body of scientific evidence finds 
significant negative side effects of many of the 
ways we use technology and our habits in using 
the Internet, our smartphones, and nearly all 


other digital formats. This book will help you 
recognize the scope of the problem: how 
technology’s many tentacles constrain and 
consume us in ways we fail to recognize. It 
describes how a form of techno-quicksand sucks 
us in and reduces our satisfaction at work and 
at home, puts us at mortal risk on the roads, 
and invades our most intimate moments to 
weave an unhealthy web of compulsion and 
dependency. It employs anecdotes and scientific 
research, and analyzes the ways in which 
companies, experts, scientists, and well- 
informed individuals are creating healthier 
relationships with technology and attempting to 
recover their equilibrium and their choices. 

Ultimately, we hope to show how you can use 
a series of strategies and skills to build a better, 
more fulfilling life, one that includes both 
technology and happiness. 

Turning the clock back is neither a realistic 
nor a desired option for most of us. We like 
Netflix. We rely on e-mail. We don’t really want 
to read a paper map. FaceTime is a great way to 
stay close to people we care about. Expensify 
has taken a lot of the pain out of filing 
expenses. And online shopping is incredibly 
convenient. What none of us bargain for are the 
convenience’s hidden costs, increasingly 
compromising our day-to-day experience and our 
relationships. 

Our society needs to ensure that the benefits 
of technology use outweigh the downsides and 
that we allow technology into our lives only on 
our terms. Otherwise, we risk a dystopian future 
in which we are slaves to our devices; in which 
we allow the very things that make being human 
so meaningful to drown in the noise of a million 
dopamine signals arising from alerts, social- 
media posts, beeps, rings, and notifications. 


Without being mindful in our technology use, we 
face a future of endless distraction and 
inattention that no one wants to endure. 

Some of the urgency of the warnings about 
technology comes from acknowledgment of a 
stark reality: that the current generations may 
be the last who remember a life before this 
technology invasion overwhelmed us. Children 
born today will see the way we interact with our 
technology—staring at smartphones in the 
presence of crying children, interrupting deep 
thinking and writing projects for chatter on 
Slack, replying to texts as we drive—as the norm 
and as the only way that things can be. It is our 
responsibility to reshape this narrative and, as 
grandiose as it sounds, make technology safer 
not only for our children but for all generations 
to come. 


Introduction 


ALEX ALMOST KILLS A PACK OF 
CreLisTs 


On a cloudy morning several years ago, Alex was 
driving on Highway 1 in Marin County, 
California, a serpentine road along the ocean 
cliffs. His mind was elsewhere. His company 
was about to make an urgent product and deal 
announcement in the week ahead, and the 
fallout had erupted into a weekend of back-and- 
forth rapid-fire messages. The entire senior 
executive team was included on e-mail threads 
and texts, and Alex felt that he was expected to 
reply quickly. 

The iPhone mounted on the dashboard of the 
car kept buzzing. Alex knew how dangerous it is 
to look at a phone while driving, let alone while 
driving on this stretch of highway, but he 
couldn’t stop his hands from picking up the 
phone to snatch pieces of messages whenever 
the curves briefly abated and the road 
straightened out. He knew well that he could 
have chosen instead to stop at a pullout. Even 
so, he kept on driving. 

On a straight section of highway, as he was 
furtively tapping a reply, a sixth sense told Alex 
to look up. What he saw, less than fifteen feet 
away, was a pack of cyclists in bright red 
clothing, frantically pedaling up the steep 
grade. Alex hit the brakes, and the car skidded 
to a rapid stop. As Alex sat in his car, heart 
thumping, he realized that the cars behind him 
were honking. It was a narrow road, and on this 


stretch of it, only a narrow guardrail separated 
the cyclists from the cliff. Two seconds longer, 
and he would have hit the group, injuring them 
and potentially pushing them off the cliff to 
their deaths. Had that happened, Alex realized 
that he could well have ended the lives of the 
cyclists and scarred those of their families. 
Children might never have seen their mothers 
and fathers again. More selfishly, Alex also 
might have lost his job, put his own family 
under incredible stress, and forever changed his 
life. It was an utterly stupid, inexcusable act. It 
was also an utterly normal and common one: the 
vast majority of drivers who bring smartphones 
into the car interact with them while driving.’ 

Had Alex waited for twenty minutes to reply 
instead from his final destination, would it have 
mattered? He knew that it wouldn’t have. Yet 
the pull was so strong and the risk so abstract 
that Alex, normally a clearheaded and 
responsible person, made a bad decision—and 
avoided unthinkable consequences by mere 
seconds. 

Over the years, Alex had felt a growing 
unease over how his relationship with 
technology was influencing his behaviors. As a 
child, a teen, and later a university student, he 
could read a book or write on topics for hours 
on end. Then along came the web and e-mail, 
invaluable tools for a writer trying to build a 
career as a freelance writer and later as an 
editor at Businessweek. So Alex came to rely 
heavily on both tools to help him more efficiently 
locate information and talk with sources. But 
the habit of checking e-mail gradually became 
an unhealthy compulsion. Over time, from 
checking it every few hours, he came to check it 
hourly, and then every fifteen minutes. After all, 
he told himself, he never knew when an editor 


was going to e-mail with a request or when a 
source might respond to a question. He was in 
the news business. 

One day, Alex realized that he needed to be 
connected to the Internet in order to write at all; 
he just felt strange when not connected. When 
connected, he could, as he saw it, write and 
research at the same time. But this also enabled 
him to continuously check e-mail and social 
media and to surf the web, diving down rabbit 
holes of useless information that popped up in 
his searches. Always a fan of notifications, Alex 
loved to be constantly accessible to colleagues 
and clients. 

That said, when he was on vacation, Alex 
found it hard to slow down and unwind. He felt 
antsy when not connected, and connecting to 
airport Wi-Fi after a long journey became a 
quasi-religious experience. Once, he had 
laughed at the passengers who checked e-mails 
as soon as the wheels hit the runway; now, he 
had become one of them. His parents, his wife, 
and his children had all become used to the fact 
that Alex never really took his vacations—at 
least, not from the Internet. 

During one of those vacations, on a beautiful 
island off the coast of Massachusetts, Alex 
decided to tally up how he was spending his 
time on line and how much of that time was 
going toward work. The catalyst for this was an 
innocent question from his son: did Alex have 
time to go to the beach that day, or did he need 
to keep doing work on his computer? The 
question had struck home. Alex was choosing to 
sacrifice precious moments with his family that 
he would never recover—and the memories of 
one another that he and the children would 
never have—for the sake of time on the Internet 
e-mailing and doing research for work. He 


suspected that the “work” was probably less 
than 50 percent of the time he was spending; 
that checking e-mails and reading news articles 
took him on a wandering path of distractions 
that stole his time. 

So Alex got a notepad and, every thirty 
minutes, wrote down what he had done in the 
previous half hour. At the day’s end, he 
tabulated how he had spent his time on the 
computer. He found that less than one-third of 
his time on line actually went to work tasks; the 
rest was spent in vapid minutes and hours of 
surfing, replying to e-mails, and doing other 
things that didn’t need to be done ona 
beautiful summer day while his children were at 
the beach. Technology, he concluded, had 
turned him into the kind of person he did not 
want to be. He vowed to gain control of the 
monster. 


VIVEK NEARLY DIES FROM E-MAIL 
WITHDRAWAL 


To say that Vivek nearly died from e-mail 
withdrawal overstates the case, of course, but 
only by a little. Vivek grew up programming 
computers and immigrated to the United States 
to work in technology. As he ascended through 
the ranks at large financial institutions, and as 
the Internet grew in importance, he launched 
two start-ups and took one public. A natural 
networker, Vivek used technology to build a 
massive web of friendships and connections 
across business, media, and government. 
Maintaining that web of connections, however, 
took a considerable amount of energy. 

Vivek’s hometown paper published a full-page 
paean—titled “Viva, Vivek!”—to Vivek’s 
relationships with his employees. Behind the 


scenes of this success, though, even as he 
juggled the tasks essential to managing a 
growing start-up with two hundred employees 
and closing multi-million-dollar deals, Vivek was 
spending ever more time feeding his network. 
And juggling all of this meant—he thought— 
staying constantly connected. 

On a vacation cruise with his family to 
Cancun, Mexico, Vivek felt compelled to check 
his e-mails and his texts. His company was 
going through a difficult patch because of a 
downturn in the economy, and Vivek 
consequently felt distressed and miserable, 
even on vacation. What Vivek wanted, first and 
foremost, was access to e-mail so he could know 
what was going on and not miss anything. His 
wife, Tavinder, tried to tell him to slow down, 
not to worry, and to relax. He knew that he 
shouldn’t check his e-mails. And in fact he 
couldn’t: compounding his stress and 
frustration, the ship’s computer systems weren’t 
working. 

Then Vivek started to feel chest pains. At first 
he ignored them. As he climbed the pyramid of 
Chichén Itza, in the Mayan ruins on Mexico’s 
Yucatan Peninsula, the pains became 
increasingly severe, and he began to feel 
nauseous. The views were stupendous. People 
dreamed for their whole lives of visiting this 
location and walking up these steps. Yet, amid 
the majesty of one of the greatest civilizations 
ever, Vivek’s focus was his wish to connect to 
the Internet. 

On the flight home, the chest pains and 
nausea turned into a shooting electric current in 
his left arm, and Tavinder insisted he go to the 
doctor. Even then, Vivek said he needed to first 
go home to check his e-mail. 


Fortunately, Tavinder prevailed; once they 
landed, she drove him directly to the hospital at 
the University of North Carolina. Vivek blacked 
out as he entered the emergency room, and sat 
propped up in a wheelchair as they registered 
him. His next memory was of waking up after 
lifesaving surgery. Had he waited another hour 
or two, his doctors told him, Vivek would have 
been dead; none of his e-mails would have 
mattered. Over the course of the cruise and on 
the flight home, he had been having a massive 
heart attack, which caused permanent injury to 
his heart. 

It is impossible to precisely apportion the 
blame that e-mail and other technologies share 
for this, but Vivek is sure that the stress of 
feeling the need always to be digitally 
connected played a major role in his heart 
attack. The ceaseless need to feed the 
technology monster had subverted Vivek’s 
awareness of the need to properly care for 
himself. 

Vivek recovered and got off the corporate and 
start-up treadmills. He changed professions, 
from technology CEO to academic professor and 
researcher. His life goal became to educate and 
inspire others to make the world a better place. 
He gave up the pursuit of initial public offerings 
(IPOs) in favor of the pursuit of knowledge. He 
also began to learn about mindfulness. He 
started meditating, exercising, and hiking. It 
may sound clichéd, but he had realized that the 
old way of life—one of technology-induced 
stress—would kill him. 

Though he now viewed technology with some 
caution, Vivek remained enthralled with its 
remarkable potential. Technology wasn’t 
entirely bad, he knew. He believed that it had 
the potential to solve the world’s greatest 


problems: hunger, thirst, lack of shelter, 
disease. In his native India, for example, 
technology was improving the lives of hundreds 
of millions of people by letting them 
communicate, giving them access to financial 
services, and making health care more 
affordable. Despite his love-hate relationship 
with technologies that demand attention (social 
media and e-mail), he knew that he had neither 
the desire nor the ability to entirely stop using 
them. He needed Twitter, Facebook, and 
LinkedIn to communicate with a broad group of 
followers around the globe, who even now share 
ideas with him and connect him with interesting 
people along the way. He wasn’t about to give 
up e-mail and return to snail mail. 

Still, Vivek recognized a building tension, a 
conflict with the happiness and mindfulness he 
felt when he took a break from technology on 
his hikes in nature or on vacations without 
smartphones. That conflict, he realized, 
reflected a false choice. 

Vivek began to take note of the various ways 
in which technology was separating him from 
the people he cared about. He noted that he 
often sent text messages to his sons instead of 
speaking to them, even if they sat in the next 
room. He noted that he spent less time with old 
friends and felt satisfied sending them e-mails. 
Broadly, he found that he had begun to avoid 
speaking on the phone unless it was entirely 
necessary. In fact, he sensed that technology 
had made him less patient and less willing to 
wait: less empathetic. 


HOW TECHNOLOGY HACKS OUR 
HAPPINESS 


In this book, we dive deeply into what caused 
the unhealthy behaviors that became our normal 
state of existence for many years. We are both 
seasoned technology executives who have been 
immersed in technology since our earliest years. 
We both spent time programming computers in 
our youths in the early days of PCs. Both of us 
were early adopters of the Internet. Vivek built 
two software start-ups and worked as both a 
programmer and a senior technology executive 
at a major investment bank. Alex began his 
career in journalism covering technology before 
going to work for a series of technology start- 
ups and companies, including one, Mozilla, that 
develops browsers and seeks to maximize 
consumer consumption (as do all browsers and 
nearly all phone and web applications). 

We have both been wary of the impacts of 
technology on our lives yet helpless to control 
our relationship with it—which included 
compulsive checking of social media or e-mail, 
texting while driving, and watching specific 
queries on Google or YouTube digress into 
random excursions across the Internet. And in 
the back of our minds, we have both started to 
wonder whether what others perceive as our 
diminished patience and what we perceive as 
diminished empathy may reside in subtle but 
critical changes in the way our brains function 
as a result of our constant immersion in 
technology. (And research findings that use of 
the technology leads to changes in physical 
brain structure—see below—gjive such concerns 
a strong basis.) 

We know that we may come across as grumpy 
quasi-Luddites lecturing millennials and 
Generation Z on how messed up their lives are 
and how technology is destroying their 
generations. That isn’t our intent. In many 


realms, as we acknowledge, technology has 
made our lives significantly better and 
emotionally richer by giving us amazing, 
unprecedented ways to connect. Alex and Vivek 
both continue to use technology to communicate 
with their children and spouses. Truth be told, 
we have both been hypocrites, simultaneously 
lecturing our children and others on the 
negative impacts of technology (and in Alex’s 
case, restricting its use in his home) while using 
technology in the same destructive fashion we 
speak against because its value remains 
undiminished in our eyes. 

Rather, we want you, our reader, to think 
about this: technology is not always a benign, 
innocuous device with a screen that we can turn 
on and off when we want to. The companies that 
make technology—software and hardware—have 
their own reasons to command our attention, 
and their means of doing so are not confined to 
traditional tools of manipulation. The artificial 
intelligence they deploy seeks increasingly to 
surreptitiously guide our movements and 
thoughts, outsmarting us and influencing us in 
subtle ways to do the companies’ bidding (Click 
on more ads! Like more posts! Don’t leave, 
ever!). These companies employ brilliant 
mathematicians and data scientists to persuade 
us to use their offerings—generally meaning 
spending significant time and attention. 

We are encouraged that so many in the tech 
sector seem to be waking up to the dangers 
long foreseen by visionaries such as Steve Jobs 
and Bill Gates (both of whom severely restricted 
their children’s use of technology even as their 
companies sold their products aggressively to 
schools and children). But the current corporate 
demand for our increasingly scarce attention, in 
what has been dubbed an “attention economy,” 


is designed to translate our time into income for 
corporate coffers. This is why Facebook, Google, 
and all other companies that traffic in 
messaging, social networking, browsing, and 
similar activities measure their success in 
amount of time spent per user, or in the number 
of actions a user takes (Likes, searches, clicks, 
tweets). When that number rises over time, 
investors are usually happy. When it falls, or 
even when it rises too slowly, someone’s job is 
at risk—laying even more painfully bare the 
reality that technology companies are primarily 
(no surprise) in it for the money. Of course, we 
knew that. But we also listened to high-minded 
language about “connecting the world” and 
“organizing all the world’s information.” Fora 
long time, we gave those companies a free pass. 
It’s time for us to wake up and examine, gimlet 
eyed, every interaction we have on line and to 
think hard about how and when technology 
commands our attention—and, most importantly, 
to what end. 

In seeking to reduce our choices, attention- 
economy companies limit our ability to choose 
for ourselves. This is how they control the game 
and tilt the scale in their favor, and this is why 
the news and information appearing to us on 
social-media sites exclude information that 
might challenge our worldviews. This is also 
why search results today favor larger companies 
and stores over the family-owned neighborhood 
stores that sponsor our local sports teams, pay 
property taxes, and give back directly to our 
communities. Though the big chains can pay for 
our attention, the small stores can’t afford to. 
And so technology is nudging us toward choices 
with long-term implications for our communities 
—which, with every click, we remake in the 
image that the tech giants desire. 


As well as affecting our immediate 
relationships with technology, these restrictions 
in choice have secondary and tertiary impacts. A 
growing body of research shows that technology 
exposure diminishes empathy.” A strong 
correlation has also been found between the 
increase in use of technology and a reduction in 
book reading.” Given the nature of our world 
and of this kind of technology, that trend may 
seem logical and benign. But reading books has 
long been associated with numerous positive 
human outcomes in education and in life. So 
anything that leads to a reduction in book 
reading should be weighed carefully for its 
positive and negative effects over the long term. 
A growing body of evidence suggests that 
people remember and learn more from offline 
reading than from reading on electronic 
devices.* 

The technology we use may also be changing 
the physical structure of our brains.° Geospatial 
perception, for instance—map-reading ability 
and spatial awareness—may be taking a hit from 
the nearly universal adoption of GPS in 
smartphones and other devices. Early evidence 
indicates that this may result in a reduction in 
the size of the hippocampus in the brain, which 
plays critical roles in memory formation, 
learning, and happiness. We simply don’t yet 
know what all the long-term impacts of this 
change will be. 

The brain’s plasticity makes it amazingly 
adaptable, and this adaptation may well help us 
deal with modern life. It may free up the 
hippocampus for tasks more urgent than those 
we can outsource to Google Maps. But choosing 
not to think about such matters is a way of 
ceding our choice and free will. Much as Daniel 
Kahneman considers two types of happiness and 


two types of thinking in his seminal book 
Thinking, Fast and Slow, we need to consider 
the impacts of technology in multiple ranges: 
the immediate direct impacts, the immediate or 
near-term secondary impacts, and the longer- 
term impacts.° 

Fitness trackers are a case in point. A few 
years ago, these devices were almost universally 
hailed as a simple, effective way for technology 
to drive healthy behaviors. Creating a reward 
structure for activity and movement, and taking 
advantage of the same psychological incentives 
(discussed in chapter 1) that drive us to 
continually track our social media feeds to 
constantly track our step counts should be good 
for humankind, right? 

It turns out that humans adapt fairly quickly 
to fitness trackers and compensate for the step 
counts in unforeseen ways. A 2016 University of 
Pittsburgh study put 470 people on a low- 
calorie diet to lose weight.” Some of the 
participants were given fitness trackers, and 
others were not. After two years, participants 
who had worn fitness trackers had lost less body 
mass than those who had not. What had 
happened? People who used fitness trackers 
justified eating more on days when the fitness 
trackers recorded more exercise. Relying on 
external technological feedback in lieu of 
hunger signals, users of these devices ate more 
than they otherwise would have. 

Another study, this time using fitness trackers 
and calorie counters in conjunction, gave mixed 
feedback on the devices.® Some participants 
reported improved restraint in eating, but 
others reported that the use of activity-tracking 
and calorie-counting technology increased 
symptoms of eating disorders. 


This is a recurrent theme in this book: some 
people handle technology better than others, 
which is why a one-size-fits-all approach is 
wrong for technology usage. As these examples 
show, our relationship with technology is 
complicated, and the effects can rarely be seen 
in black and white. What is different and more 
urgent now is the rapid adoption that the 
newest technology systems have enjoyed. 
Fitness trackers went from fringe to nearly 
mainstream in less than five years in the 
developed world. Smartphones had become 
mainstream in slightly more than a decade, and 
the Internet took longer than that. Smart 
speakers, such as Google Home and Amazon’s 
Alexa-powered Echo, are being adopted more 
quickly than smartphones or fitness trackers; 
these speakers bring an entirely new way for us 
to interact with technology.” Today, we may be 
on the cusp of embracing and entering another 
rapid-adoption cycle: that of virtual reality and 
augmented reality (VR/AR). 

More than any other human-computer 
interface introduced to date, VR/AR, with which 
we will interact through multiple senses, has 
the potential to overwhelm our defenses and 
become highly addictive. The web between 
technology and our senses is tightening. Even 
now, Elon Musk, perhaps the greatest 
technology entrepreneur of our time, is building 
products to directly link our brains to 
technology, bypassing fingers, voice, and other 
physical command structures./° These are 
uncharted waters, and we urgently need an 
understanding of the three ranges of technology 
impact on humans (immediate direct effects, 
immediate to short-term secondary effects, and 
longer-term effects), and of the positives and 
negatives of every new rapid-technology cycle. 


We, Vivek and Alex, believe that this boils 
down to a question of conscious choice. 
Technology that augments our choices, or that 
we use in such a way as to broaden them, will 
augment our free will and our fulfillment. 
Technology that surreptitiously reduces our 
choices, that seeks to constrain us rather than 
vice versa, will limit and reduce them. We also 
keep in mind the paradox of choice: the poverty 
of riches that is yet another facet of modern 
technology (for more on which, see chapter 3). 
Addressing the importance of choice by simply 
increasing the number of options to choose from 
doesn’t acknowledge the way our psyche 
functions. Rather, we frame the goal as 
maximizing both conscious choice and our 
ability, as thinking citizens of the world, to 
define our choices, define our lives, and, in 
doing so, regain control, living intentionally and 
so becoming happier and more productive. 

That is the goal of this book: to build a 
different way for us to think about technology. 

In our previous book, The Driver in the 
Driverless Car: How Our Technology Choices Will 
Create the Future, we posed three questions to 
ask of any new technology:!" 


# Does it have the potential to benefit 
everyone equally? 


@ What are the risks and the rewards? 


# Does it foster autonomy or dependency? 


In this book, we take the next step and ask 
questions (and provide some answers) as to how 
we Can regain control. Our society must learn to 
maintain our relationship with technology on 
terms that make it, on balance, a positive set of 
tools, maximizing the wonderful things 
technology can do for us and minimizing the 
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How Technology Removes Our 
Choices 


THE TRICKS AND TACTICS TECH USES 
TO CONTROL OUR ACTIONS AND STOKE 
ADDICTIONS 


If you use Google to search for “Italian 
restaurant,” you are likely to see a small box at 
the top of the screen with a few results below a 
map. The positioning is significant: viewers are 
significantly more likely to click on those results 
than on anything else on the page, much as 
shoppers are more likely to pick up products 
from shelves at eye level in supermarkets than 
from higher and lower shelves.’’* But whereas 
in the physical world this limitation primarily 
affects our shopping experience, in the online 
and technology worlds, this algorithmic and 
sometimes intentional selection affects every 
subsequent thing that we see or do on that page 
—and far beyond it. The menu is the interface 
that controls the manner of engagement and 
sets limits on it, and the way menus are layered 
can radically alter the way we behave with 
technology. 

For example, on iPhones Apple has an 
important—to Alex, critical—feature: the toggle 
that wipes in-app advertising identifiers that 
app makers can use to analyze and track users. 
Unfortunately, Apple places that feature deep in 
the menu: three layers deep. As a result, few 
people use it, even though regularly using the 


feature might significantly benefit their privacy 
by making it much harder for companies to track 
their behavior in smartphone apps. (The 
industry would say that using it would lead 
people to have less personalized and less useful 
experiences, which is certainly true; there is 
always a trade-off.) 

Apple has in general taken a strong 
leadership position in protecting the privacy of 
its customers—by minimizing storage of 
customer data and by designing systems such as 
Apple Pay to present fewer opportunities for 
third parties to access and potentially intercept 
those data. But its placement of that single 
toggle deep in the weeds on the iPhone 
illustrates how decisions by product makers 
influence our freedom of choice and our 
relationship with technology. By clearing that 
identifier regularly, phone users would wipe 
away some of the capabilities of application 
developers to accurately target and personalize 
in-product offers, e-mails, and other entreaties 
to further guide or limit our choices and set the 
agenda for us. 

Another example is the ability to set 
notifications in the iPhone. Apple does not allow 
us to make global changes to all the notification 
settings of our apps. This means we must go 
through, app by app, and set notification 
settings. Sure, we can turn them all off by 
putting our device in “Do Not Disturb” mode. 
But that is a clumsy fix. Apple’s menu design for 
managing notifications reduces our choices and 
not necessarily to our advantage (which seems 
odd from Apple, a company that has become 
dominant precisely by simplifying technology). 

As a number of thinkers in this field, led by 
former Google design ethicist Tristan Harris, 
explain, menus also frame our view of the world. 


A menu that shows our “most important” e-mails 
becomes a list of the people we have 
corresponded with most often recently rather 
than of those who are most important to us. A 
message that asks “Who wants to meet for 
brunch tomorrow?” goes out to the most recent 
group of people we have sent a group text to, or 
to preset groups of friends, effectively locking in 
these groups and locking out new people we 
have met. On the set of potential responses to e- 
mail that Google automatically suggests in its 
Inbox e-mail program, we have yet to see “Pick 
up the phone and call this person” as an option, 
even if, after a heated e-mail exchange, a call or 
a face-to-face conversation may well be the best 
way to communicate and to smooth the waters. 

A feed of world news becomes a list built by a 
nameless, faceless algorithm of topics and 
events the system decides interest us. It limits 
our choice by confining it to options within a set 
of patterns deriving from our past consumption 
history, and this may or may not relate to our 
immediate needs or interests. Unfortunately, no 
one has yet developed an effective algorithm for 
serendipity. 

From the start of the day, a feed of what we 
missed on Facebook or Twitter as we slept 
presents us with a menu of comparisons that 
stokes our fear of missing out (FOMO). This is 
so by design. However benign its intent, its 
effect is to significantly limit our frames of 
reference and our thinking. 


A SLOT MACHINE IN OUR POCKET 


In May 2016, Tristan Harris published an 
influential essay titled “How technology is 
highjacking your mind—from a magician and 
Google design ethicist,” describing the many 


ways by which smartphones suck people into 
their vortex and demand constant attention. 
Harris traced the lineage of (both inadvertent 
and intentional) manipulation common in the 
design of technology products directly to the 
numerous techniques that slot-machine 
designers use to entice gamblers to sit for hours 
losing money.° 

Inspired by Harris and other advocates of 
more-mindful technology product design, a 
small but growing Silicon Valley movement in 
behavioral design is advocating greater 
consideration of the ethics and the human 
outcomes of technology consumption. (After 
leaving Google, Harris launched a website, Time 
Well Spent, that focuses on helping people build 
healthier interactions with technology.) 

Harris, New York University marketing 
professor Adam Alter, and others have criticized 
the various techniques that product designers 
are using to encourage us to consume ever more 
technology even to our own clear detriment. 
Tightly controlling menus to direct our attention 
is one common technique (one that is not as 
easily available to offline businesses). For his 
part, Harris suggests that we ask four questions 
whenever we’re presented with online menus: 
(1) What’s not on the menu? (2) Why am I being 
given these options and not others? (3) Do I 
know the menu provider’s goals? (4) Is this 
menu empowering for my original need, or are 
the choices actually a distraction? We assure 
you, once you start asking these questions, you 
will never look at the Internet or at software 
applications in the same light again! 

Another technique, alluded to in the title of 
Harris’s slot-machine article, is the use of 
intermittent variable rewards: unpredictability 
in the rewards of an interaction. The first 


behaviorist, psychologist B. F. Skinner, 
introduced this concept with his “Skinner box” 
research.* Skinner put rats into boxes and 
taught them to push levers to receive a food 
pellet. The rats learned the connection between 
behavior and reward quickly, in only a few tries. 
With further research, Skinner learned that the 
best way to keep the rats motivated to press the 
lever repeatedly was to reward them with a 
pellet only some of the time—to give 
intermittent variable rewards. Otherwise, the 
rats pushed the lever only when they were 
hungry. 

The casinos took the concept of the Skinner 
box and raised it to a fine art, designing 
multiple forms of variable rewards into the 
modern computerized versions of slot machines. 
Those machines now take in 70 to 80 percent of 
casino profits (or, according to an industry 
official, even 85 percent).””® Players not only 
receive payouts at seemingly random intervals 
but also receive partial payouts that feel like a 
win even if the player in fact loses money over 
all on a turn. With the newer video slots, players 
can place dozens of bets on the repetition of a 
screen icon in various directions and in varying 
sequence lengths. 

Older mechanical slot machines displayed 
three reels and one line. Newer video slot 
machines display digital icon grids of five by five 
or more. This allows for many more types of bets 
and multiple bets in the same turn. For example, 
the player can bet on how many times the same 
icon will appear in a single row, how many times 
it will appear on a diagonal, and how many 
times it will appear in a screen full of icons, all 
in one turn. This allows players to win one or 
more small bets during a turn and gain the thrill 
of victory, albeit that in aggregate they lost 


money on their collective bets for the turn. The 
brain’s pleasure centers do not distinguish well 
between actual winning and the techniques that 
researchers call losses disguised as wins (LDW).” 
The machines are also programmed to highlight 
near misses (nearly enough of the right 
numbers), since near misses actually stimulate 
the same neurons as real wins do.® 

Machine designers use myriad other clever 
sensory tricks—both visual and auditory—to 
stimulate our neurons in ways that encourage 
more playing. As explained in a 2014 article in 
The Conversation, “Losses disguised as wins, 
the science behind casino profits,” 


Special symbols might be placed on the reels that provide 
10 free spins whenever three appear anywhere within the 
game screen. These symbols will often make a special 
sound, such as a loud thud when they land; and if two 
symbols land, many games will begin to play fast tempo 
music, display flashing lights around the remaining reels, 
and accelerate the rate of spin to enhance the saliency of 
the event. When you win these sorts of outcomes you feel as 
though you have won a jackpot; after all, 10 free spins is 
10x the chances to win big money right? The reality is that 
those 10 free spins do not change the already small 
probability of winning on any given spin and are still likely 
to result in a loss of money. For many games, features such 
as this have entirely replaced standard jackpots. 


What helps these techniques entice humans 
to keep playing is that our brains are hard wired 
to become easily addicted to variable rewards. 
This makes sense when you think that finding 
food in prehistoric, pre-agricultural times was a 
perfect example of intermittent variable 
rewards. According to research by Robert 
Breen, video-based gambling games (of which 
slots represent the majority) that rely on 
intermittent variable rewards result in gambling 
addiction three to four times faster than does 
betting on card games or sporting events.1° 


Smartphones were not explicitly designed to 
behave like slot machines, but their effect is 
nearly the same. As Harris writes, 


When we pull our phone out of our pocket, we’re playing a 
slot machine to see what notifications we got. When we pull 
to refresh our email, we’re playing a slot machine to see 
what new email we got. When we swipe down our finger to 
scroll the Instagram feed, we’re playing a slot machine to 
see what photo comes next. When we swipe faces left/right 
on dating apps like Tinder, we’re playing a slot machine to 
see if we got a match. When we tap the [red badge showing 
us the number of notifications in an app], we’re playing a 
slot machine to [see] what’s underneath. 


Through this lens we can see how many 
actions deeply embedded in the technology we 
use are acting as variable rewards systems, and 
when we look at the technology in our lives, we 
can find intermittent variable rewards in nearly 
every product, system, or device. Embedded in 
everything from e-mail to social media to chat 
systems to Q&A sites such as Quora, this reward 
structure is omnipresent and not easy for us to 
control without going to extremes and without 
constant vigilance. 


THE EMPEY VESSEL OF SOCGIAE 
APPROVAL 


When you post your first picture on Instagram, 
the application automatically contacts your 
friends who are already on Instagram and asks 
them to give you some “love.” This is to 
encourage you to use the app more often and to 
get you hooked on social approval. It is a well- 
known product-design tactic in social networks 
and other consumer products. Both Twitter and 
Facebook encourage new users to immediately 
follow or connect with others they may already 
know in order to ensure that their feeds fill 
sufficiently to attract steady interest and to 
create a feedback loop of intermittent variable 


rewards. Sending some love seems rather 
innocuous, and the request is clearly not 
malicious in intent. But a little too much love 
can be bad for your soul when that love is empty 
and demand for it arises from a hedonic 
treadmill of empty accumulation rather than 
from real social relationships and personal 
recognition. 

We all need and compete for social approval 
at some level, from our families, our friends, 
and our colleagues. Even if we intentionally try 
to avoid seeking it, the social-media software 
and hardware and their mass penetration via 
the Internet have led social competition to 
occupy considerable portions of our devices, our 
time, and our thoughts. Teens posting messages 
on the popular photo-sharing site Instagram 
worry acutely about how many likes and 
comments they will receive. To members of 
Instagram, followers are social currency. In 
Snapchat, teens compete to maintain 
“Snapstreaks”—consecutive days of mutual 
messaging—with friends. On Facebook, the 
number of likes on a post or the number of 
messages you get on your birthday becomes a 
measure of your personal self-worth. On Twitter, 
journalists and intellectuals compete for 
retweets and “hearts.” On LinkedIn, we check to 
see who has viewed our profile, and the 
application provides us with weekly stats on the 
increase (as a percentage or an absolute 
number) in the number of people who have 
checked us out. 

To be fair, some evidence exists that active 
participation in social networks leads people to 
feel more connected./” Facebook claims that 
chatting with friends and family, sharing 
pictures, and other positive interactions don’t 
make people sad, although it concedes that 


negative comparisons can lead to less 
happiness./° Certain personality types, it 
appears, can better control the craving for 
constant likes and approvals, and suffer less 
from the inevitable comparisons with those who 
are more popular. 

But, in general, jealous comparisons kill joy, 
and technology has driven us to compare 
ourselves with others on the most superficial of 
measures.‘ Furthermore, recent research on 
social-media use has found that it is the 
comparisons, which are unavoidable in social 
media, that contribute most to making users 
unhappy.” Teenagers appear to be particularly 
vulnerable to this; being excluded or unloved on 
social media is one of the worst humiliations a 
high-schooler can suffer, ‘© Heavy social-media 
use has been linked to unhappy relationships 
and higher divorce rates.’’ That may follow from 
social media’s encouragement of social 
comparisons and self-objectification, which tend 
to lower self-esteem, reduce mental health, and 
inculcate body shame./® Quitting social media 
has been linked to marked increases in well- 
being.’? 

This behavior of seeking likes and approvals 
also relates directly to intermittent variable 
rewards: the slot machine in our pockets and on 
our tablets and laptops. Not knowing how many 
likes you will get or when they will roll in, you 
check your social-media accounts frequently. 
And limits on choice and control compound the 
active promotion of destructive behaviors to 
escalate users into borderline obsessiveness. 


THE BOTTOMLESS WELL 


It’s 11 p.m. on a weeknight, and you reach the 
end of the first episode of the latest season of 


Stranger Things on Netflix. It’s late, and you 
know you should go to sleep. You have to be up 
in eight hours to go to work, and you need your 
rest. But before you can close the application, 
the next episode begins to play. Netflix has 
conveniently loaded that episode in the 
background, anticipating your desire to 
continue following the story. And then, almost 
against your will, you are watching the next 
episode even if you intended not to. Oh well, you 
figure, I can make up sleep on the weekend. 

Along with the millions of others watching 
Netflix at that precise instant, you have just 
been sucked into the bottomless well of 
consumption. Netflix has teams of PhD data 
scientists who work to figure out how to get you 
to watch more movies. As you watch Netflix, 
they watch you, tracking your behavior in 
minute detail. They track when you pause, 
rewind, or fast-forward; the days of the week 
when you tend to watch; the times of day when 
you watch; where you watch (by zip code); what 
device you watch on; the content you watch; 
how long you pause for (and whether you 
return); whether you rate content; how often 
you search content; and how you browse and 
scroll—to name just a few parameters. Truly, 
they are watching you watching them! 

So it’s hardly surprising that Netflix figured 
out that starting the next episode without even 
asking you would entice you to consume far 
more content. They noticed that some users 
were binge-watching and decided that 
automatically activating the next episode might 
be a good feature. Netflix launched “Post-Play,” 
as the feature is called, in 2012. Other video- 
hosting companies quickly followed suit. It got 
so bad that Apple built a feature into Safari that 
blocks auto-play videos on webpages and, in 


January 2018, Google made this a feature in its 
Chrome browser! So how much more do we 
consume when facing a bottomless pit of 
content? Real data on that aren’t publicly 
available yet (although Netflix, YouTube, and 
Facebook certainly have them), but clues to the 
soaring amount of user time that Netflix, 
YouTube, and Facebook videos occupy are 
available in research and surveys. A 2017 report 
that surveyed 37,000 consumers found that 
Netflix binge-watching had become “the new 
normal,” with 37% of binge-watchers actually 
partaking in their pastime at work! 20 

Since Netflix launched the feature, every 
other major streaming video provider has taken 
advantage of the overconsumption that follows 
from automatic availability. Netflix, Hulu, 
YouTube, and HBO all have bottomless wells set 
up on their video applications. The lesson has 
not been lost on traditional online publications, 
either. Most media sites now offer suggested 
reading links at the ends of articles and in 
sidebars as well as highlighting “most popular,” 
“most shared,” and “most e-mailed” articles. 
Many of them, mirroring Facebook, Instagram, 
and Twitter, now have scrolling pages that 
cause each article to roll into the next without 
requiring a click. The goal is to boost 
consumption, at nearly any cost, even that of 
fostering a consumer’s destructive behaviors. In 
effect, every digital company wants us to binge- 
watch everything, all the time. Our value to it 
has been reduced to the amount of time we 
spend in an application watching a video or 
playing a game. 

This is hardly the first time that for-profit 
businesses have sought to induce addictive 
behavior. The soft-drink companies such as 
Coca-Cola, the tobacco companies, fast-food 


chains, and convenience stores such as 7- 
Eleven all focus on building repeatable habits 
for reliable longterm consumption of their 
products. They have done this largely without 
real concern for the impact on the user’s or 
consumer’s well-being. To those whose 
paramount concern is profit, such disregard 
makes perfect sense. Why would they suggest 
that those constantly tapping a screen to place 
more bets (literal or figurative) consider the 
impact of their actions on their families, their 
finances, and their health? But most of the large 
tech companies stake a claim not to operate in 
such a vacuum: they claim to be doing what they 
are doing in part to promote the betterment of 
humankind. 

True, Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and other 
companies peddling addictive products also 
have lofty mission statements. But society 
doesn’t take their mission statements seriously, 
and neither do they truly have the potential to 
better humankind except in underwriting 
charitable efforts, as Coke will never announce 
that due to the link of sugary drinks with 
diabetes it will cease selling those drinks. In 
contrast, Facebook, Twitter, and other social- 
network tools do have a unique potential to 
effect positive change; witness the impact of 
Twitter carrying the message of the Arab Spring 
movement, and the use of Facebook as a means 
of recruiting subjects for trials of experimental 
drugs, a significantly cheaper technique than 
the traditional recruitment methods.”" 

Another key way in which the online and 
Internet giants differ from the others lies in 
their ubiquity—and therefore their power—in 
our lives. No one spends nine hours a day 
eating McDonald’s or hanging out in 7-Elevens. 
You may carry a soda or a cup of coffee for 


several hours in a day, but you don’t usually 
sleep next to it or take a swig of it in the middle 
of the night when you awake. You don’t 
conveniently carry those experiences 
everywhere in your pocket and mount them on 
your dashboard. You don’t totally freak out if 
you don’t know where your soda is! The only 
exception we can think of is tobacco products. 
But even the most deeply addicted cigarette 
smoker can go for an hour or two without 
lighting up, whereas normal people who have a 
healthy relationship with online tools rarely go a 
full two hours during a working day without 
logging in, checking e-mail, or undertaking 
some form of social activity on line. 

Equally troubling, recent research has 
associated bingewatching with sleep 
disorders.?” Netflix CEO Reid Hastings stated, 
half in jest, that the company’s primary 
competition is sleep, perhaps not realizing the 
truth in his words.7° We return to the effects of 
media technology on our sleep in chapter 6. 

So large technology companies’ decisions to 
default us to the bottomless pit of content show 
that they may not have our own best interests in 
mind. To be fair, Facebook, Netflix, Hulu, and 
YouTube all allow users to turn off this auto-play 
feature (though apparently HBO Now does not). 
But wouldn’t it be better for everyone if people 
could opt into the feature rather than encounter 
it and have to opt out? A simple Play Next 
Episode button works almost as well. And when 
we want to opt out of video auto-play on 
Facebook, arriving at the right setting takes a 
few not necessarily intuitive steps. This 
naturally discourages people from turning the 
feature off. 

This may seem a paternalistic suggestion, but 
making such repetition an opt-in feature would 


give users a chance to make a more conscious 
decision before they are trained to expect auto- 
play. In pausing, we temporarily break a 
pattern, returning decision-making to our 
conscious minds and establishing a fresh 
opportunity to sidestep or counter our addictive 
behaviors. And the rarity with which tech and 
application vendors allow users to opt in rather 
than opt out—or even to pause—puts the lie to 
any claims of innocence. They know that far 
fewer users would consciously decide to drink 
repeatedly from the bottomless well; and profit 
maintenance takes precedence over user choice. 


FOMO: THE GNAWING FEAR THAT WE 
ARE MISSING SOMETHING IMPORTANT 


Fifty years ago, when we left the office or the 
job, we heard from our managers or employees 
only if there was a real emergency. Such 
communication would take the shape of a phone 
call. Today, notification inflation is part of every 
job. During an eight-hour workday, on average 
we check our e-mails nine times an hour.*“ We 
send texts to update our progress while we’re in 
transit to the office or to let people know when 
we'll emerge from a meeting. Each of those 
notifications that we send in turn demands 
attention from its recipients. How many of those 
interruptions are necessary or even helpful? 
Probably fewer than 5 percent of them. 

But these notifications are perceived as 
exceptionally valuable by the companies that 
make communication tools for work. For 
example, Slack was the fastest-growing 
business chat tool in 2017. It was worth more 
than $5 billion as of July 2017.”° It looks a lot 
like nearly every other chat tool ever made, 
going back to IRC (Internet Relay Chat), but 


Slack uses numerous tricks to hook users and 
entice them to spend more time using the 
application. 

In fact, the company is so convinced that 
constant notifications are a positive feature that 
its product designers resort to scare tactics 
should a user wish to turn them off. To ensure 
that Slack users buy into all this notification 
noise, Slack presents a stark warning when 
someone decides not to enable desktop 
notifications of Slack conversations: “Desktop 
notifications are currently disabled. We strongly 
recommend enabling them.” Slack would 
probably counter that its users can turn on Do 
Not Disturb mode inside the app whenever they 
wish to concentrate, but that very argument 
implies that interruption as a default state is 
optimal. We beg to differ: interruption as a 
default state appears to be miserable, 
unproductive, and bad for our health. 

On top of notification inflation, then, we have 
built a culture of FOMO: fear of missing out. We 
check our e-mail first thing in the morning to 
see what happened while we were sleeping. 
This fills our brain with unnecessary 
conversations during its otherwise most 
productive and creative time, the morning. (That 
would be a lesser problem if the average e-mail 
message were more useful.) Productivity gurus 
such as Tim Ferris and Cal Newport 
intentionally avoid answering e-mails or texts 
until after they have completed their most 
important tasks of the day. This makes perfect 
sense when we consider how often we check e- 
mail. University of California Irvine researcher 
Gloria Mark and colleagues found that workers 
check e-mail an average of seventy-seven times 
a day—and that checking e-mail constantly 
tends to increase worker frustration and 


stress.7° If we had checked our e-mails seventy- 
seven times on the days when we were writing 
this book, we would never have finished writing 
the book! 

We keep people on as Facebook friends even 
though we don’t really want to, because we are 
afraid that we might miss out on something that 
people in our high-school class are doing, 
saying, or experiencing. We refrain from 
unfollowing people on Twitter because they 
might notice and take offense. Yet we keep 
those same people unmuted in our feed just in 
case they post something interesting. We use 
tools such as Nuzzel to save time by giving us a 
newsfeed of everything that our friends are 
reading (or at least posting on Twitter), 
although this also means we have more to read 
and are less focused in our reading. 

And we spend time on Facebook Messenger 
or Whats-App chatting about things that have 
little to do with our work, to see what we’ve 
missed out on around the virtual office 
watercooler. In the tech world, Slack is very 
popular. The neighborhood version of Slack is 
NextDoor. On NextDoor, neighbors connect in 
useful ways to share information and to chat, 
but they also spend many hours in vitriolic 
arguments over whether dogs should be leashed 
in the park or whether it’s okay to light a wood- 
fired stove in the winter. NextDoor, too, strongly 
encourages accepting notifications. 

In our use of every screen device, and on 
nearly every app and website, some kind of Do 
Not Disturb function exists: on our laptop or 
phone, there are options to control notifications; 
in the various applications themselves, there are 
notification options; and of course there is the 
on/off switch. But somehow we rarely use them. 
And many work environments have unspoken 


understandings that a worker must respond to 
any e-mail, text, or chat from a superior within a 
certain period or face unpleasant consequences. 
Being labelled “unresponsive” and “not a team 
player” is often the code phrasing for someone 
who prefers to focus on his or her work rather 
than constantly monitor e-mail and chat 
messages in order to respond to superiors or 
colleagues. 


FORCING US TO FOLLOW THEIR AGENDA 
TO REACH OUR AGENDA 


Tristan Harris discusses how technology 
companies set our agendas for us by mirroring 
and magnifying brick-and-mortar stores’ 
strategies for influencing shoppers. For 
example, grocery stores put the most popular 
products—milk and prescriptions—at the back of 
the store in order to draw shoppers past as 
many products as possible, and they put things 
such as produce and deli and dairy displays 
along the outer walls to encourage shoppers to 
circle the stores. 

Tech companies place similar distractions in 
the way of their own customers. Facebook, for 
instance, routes people through the newsfeed 
before they can see an event they are interested 
in. Naturally, we get distracted by our newsfeed 
because there is always something new there. 
This results in further consumption of Facebook 
but slower progress toward our original goal 
(checking out an event). 

Of course, whenever we use a free service, 
such as most of the social networks, bending 
users to the company’s agenda to increase 
consumption of advertising is part of the price 
of entry. We all know and understand that. But 
maybe we would prefer a paid option with a 


direct-access option for key tasks and screens? 
Or maybe there’s a better way to help us get 
directly to our intended destination. These are 
wishful and wistful questions. We have no 
illusions that such options will be forthcoming, 
as they would enable us to reduce our time in 
the application and redirect our attention fora 
few seconds or minutes per month, to the 
chagrin of shareholders and the cadres of 
mathematicians and computer scientists whose 
primary job it is to get us to click on ads. To be 
fair, Facebook announced in January 2018 that it 
would switch its algorithms to show in the 
newsfeed far more news from friends and 
family. But it remains unclear whether that also 
includes news articles or just personal updates. 
Alex, for one, has relatives with strong political 
views that oppose his own, and he would rather 
not see their postings of hyperbolic (and 
sometimes fake) news articles. 

Tristan Harris dreams of a digital bill of 
rights that would mandate direct access: 
“Imagine a digital ‘bill of rights’ outlining 
design standards that forced the products used 
by billions of people to let them navigate 
directly to what they want without needing to go 
through intentionally placed distractions.”*” 
Though Harris has long received support in his 
quest from the mindfulness and productivity 
communities, he is now receiving support from 
unexpected quarters: hedge funds and 
employee-pension funds. Jana Partners, a 
multibillion-dollar activist hedge fund; and the 
California State Teachers’ Retirement System 
(CalSTRS), one of the largest public employee 
pension funds in the U.S., sent a letter to Apple 
CEO Tim Cook asking the company to consider 
how iPhones and iPads impact the well-being of 
children.72 A digital “bill of rights,” however, 


remains wishful thinking in the United States. 
There is no clear movement to establish a bill of 
users’ rights, even if it is a really wonderful idea 
on how to balance addictive product design with 
user choice and control. A handful of companies 
are trying to do this, and we'll talk about them 
in the final chapters as well as on the book’s 
website (HackedHappiness.com). 

By contrast, Europe has been steadily putting 
in place laws that are building people’s online 
rights, step by step. The “Right to be Forgotten” 
gives people the right to ask online properties 
to remove results or information about them. 
Europe also mandates that any algorithm in use 
be explainable to humans. This sounds quixotic, 
but it just may have the salutary impact of 
forcing companies to consider that their users 
may have a right to understand how decisions 
about them are reached. Europe’s data-privacy 
laws—Germany’s being the most stringent— 
tend to lead U.S. laws as well in putting the 
burden of maintaining user privacy on the 
companies that collect the data and in placing 
real limits on the kinds of data they can collect 
and under what circumstances they can collect 
it. 


EXPLOITING PEOPLE’S INABILITY TO 
FORECAST TIME SPENT 


How often have you clicked on a notification to 
check what caused the red bubble to pop up 
and learned that someone has tagged you ina 
picture, only to look up thirty minutes later to 
realize you’ve been aimlessly browsing through 
the photos of online friends? This is the digital 
equivalent of a classic sales technique: “Can I 
ask for a minute of your time?” It relies on a 


deep feature—some might say defect—of our 
basic mental functions. 

In almost every activity, humans 
underestimate how long it will take to complete 
a task or how likely we are to become 
distracted. Some services, such as Medium, try 
to help users manage expectations by posting 
reading time on each article. But, by and large, 
technology encourages us to dive into tasks 
large and small with the understanding that 
doing so will take just a moment, though in 
reality any task will absorb us for longer than 
we estimate. This bias is compounded by all the 
ways in which technology companies seek to 
distract us as we undertake a task, making it 
even harder to estimate how long it will take us 
to finish. Imagine how cool it would be to have 
an I Am in a Hurry button on a smartphone, or 
an application that would clear the way of 
distractions such as ads, inducements to click 
on other feed items, or other tricks deployed to 
drive higher engagement. (In fact, ad-blocking 
software is a de facto I Am in a Hurry button: 
the main reason users run ad-blocking is that 
ads slow down their online experience, 
according to the Internet Advertising Bureau.)~” 

The “time spent” bias is even more 
pronounced across the entire smartphone 
platform and our general use of technology. We 
radically underestimate the amount of time we 
spend with our devices—perhaps even by half. 
Participants in a small study in 2015 of twenty- 
three adults of ages from eighteen to thirty- 
three estimated that they spent roughly two and 
a half hours per day on their phones. In fact, 
they had on average spent more than five hours, 
in nearly eighty-five activities, per day.>2 


EXPLOITING THE AVAILABILITY BIAS 


You may remember as a child playing in your 
neighborhood without supervision, riding bikes, 
or going to the park, and then just walking or 
running home when it was dinnertime. Such 
freedom is a rarity for children today, because of 
parents’ fears for their children’s safety, 
doubtless affected by our endlessly scrolling 
newsfeeds. People tend to overestimate the 
likelihood that negative events will happen to 
them or their children. And the Internet is a 
giant machine for inflation of availability bias. 
Our newsfeeds fill our heads with horrible news 
from around the globe, conveniently curated 
(not necessarily for accuracy) by news- 
aggregation engines over which we all too often 
have little control.*" 

People are naturally attracted to catastrophic 
events, and the Internet plays to this attraction 
by making it possible for us to read about child 
abuse, horrible crimes, and all manner of sick 
behavior or dangerous events transpiring not 
just locally (as was formerly the case) but 
anywhere in the world. In the news business, as 
the saying goes, “If it bleeds, it leads.” On the 
web, this phenomenon leads to results that are 
far more serious. Even as the statistical 
likelihood of violent crime and of child 
abduction has (at least until 2015) steadily 
fallen in the United States,°2 parents have 
adopted ludicrous precautions, such as driving 
their children half a block to school or refusing 
to allow their children to ride their bikes in safe 
neighborhoods or explore the woods near their 
homes.°° 

This fear is related also to the affect heuristic, 
a feeling that comes over us momentarily as a 
psychological response to stimulus.>* 
Psychologists believe that this human tendency 
explains why messages designed to activate 


emotions are more persuasive than other 
messages.” In other words, when we confront 
an emotive article in a newsfeed with a horrible 
headline, the article has a larger effect on our 
thinking, and on our belief that such horrible 
events are common, than if we read a drier, 
more clinical, or statistics-driven article 
presenting the same factual content. 


JUST A FEW OF THE MANY 


These are just a few of the ways in which 
technology reduces our choices, offers us false 
choices, and persuades us to consume more 
than we need to. Dozens of books—from the 
Dale Carnegie classic How to Win Friends and 
Influence People, to the catalogue of thirty-three 
psychological tricks of modern advertisers, 
Hidden Persuasion, by Marc Andrews and 
Matthijs ven Leeuwen, to Natasha Dow Schull’s 
Addiction by Design, an exposé of the incredibly 
detailed deliberations of Las Vegas casinos— 
have covered the myriad methodologies, proven 
and unproven, that are used to influence our 
behavior.*° In relation to modern technology, 
these efforts trace back most prominently to the 
writings and teachings of a respected and 
quietly famous Stanford University professor 
named B. J. Fogg. 
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The Origins of Technology 
Addiction 


B. J. Fogg and His Disciples 


In 2006 a young Stanford student named Mike 
Krieger took a class with Professor B. J. Fogg on 
persuasive technology. Fogg had his students 
build applications as a class project, and 
Krieger designed one that would encourage 
people to send happy photos to their friends 
living in places where the weather was bad, 
using a phone. (This was prior to the mass use 
of smartphones for sharing photos.) Krieger 
called the application “Send the Sunshine,” and 
the idea of sharing photos stuck with him.’ He 
later went on to found, with Kevin Systrom, a 
photo-sharing social network, Instagram. 
Facebook acquired Instagram for $1 billion in 
2012. At the time, Instagram hadn’t earned a 
dime in revenue. What Instagram had, as 
Krieger had learned from his time with Fogg, 
was the ability to entice and addict its users, 
some of whom spent hours a day scrolling 
through the images posted by others, and 
further hours planning the images they wanted 
to capture and post. 

Krieger is Fogg’s most prominent alumnus, 
but many others learned from him how to build 
habits in users, including those who took his 
now famous course focused on Facebook apps in 
2007.7 (Students in that course built Facebook 
apps that pulled in millions of users and 
generated tens or hundreds of millions of 


interactions—and they were not professional 
software designers.) 

Another Fogg alumnus, Nir Eyal, wrote 
possibly the seminal book for designers of 
modern technology products, Hooked: How to 
Build Habit-Forming Products. It’s required 
reading at many prominent start-up incubators 
and accelerators, has more than a thousand 
reviews on Amazon, and is a perennial 
bestseller? Eyal founded two start-ups in the 
early 2000s before going on to become an 
investor, consultant, and paid speaker. He is 
unabashed about his goal of helping companies 
create products that induce “sticky” behaviors 
and draw the attention of consumers; each year 
Eyal hosts a Habit Summit in which he shares 
his latest insights on how to hook consumers 
(and, more recently, on the ethics of hooking 
consumers on software applications).* His book 
is a concise and practical application guide to 
much of Fogg’s research in an area that 
academics call “behavioral design.” 

Other Fogg alumni have gone on to found 
companies, and many occupy influential 
product-design and product-development roles 
at companies large and small in Silicon Valley. It 
is not an overstatement to say that Fogg has 
godlike status in technology circles. 

Beyond Silicon Valley and technology-product- 
design circles, Fogg holds far less business 
renown: although respected in academic circles, 
he has published no bestselling books and does 
not go on the broad lecture circuit. He was far 
less focused on building addictive behaviors 
than, say, the makers of actual slot machines, 
whose efforts pre-date the development of the 
app economy. But Fogg has had a 
disproportionate influence on Silicon Valley 
founders and on the ongoing quest of so many 


technology companies to design products that 
exploit the hardwired weaknesses of our slowly 
evolving brains. 

Fogg’s work is an intellectual continuation of 
the research pioneered by B. F. Skinner in the 
1930s at Harvard University. Skinner’s box 
riveted the world of psychology, but, curiously, 
behaviorism did not immediately catch fire. It 
was B. J. Fogg, in the mid 1990s, who showed 
its power. As a PhD student at Stanford, Fogg 
had been intrigued by the idea of using 
computers—then still an emerging technology— 
to shape and reward behaviors. His curiosity 
was driven by a simple observation: 
technologies, in particular interactive 
technologies such as phones, computers, and 
tablets, were becoming more common and 
occupying a greater part of our lives. Fogg 
devised experiments to test that thesis and 
found that technology was even more powerful 
than he had thought. Technology-mediated cues 
proved extremely influential upon human 
behavior and were far more malleable than 
levers and Skinner’s physical cues had been. It 
turned out that “mental food pellets” were at 
least as potent. 

Fogg made the logical leap and envisioned 
how technology could be used as a tool for 
good: to help busy people better manage their 
finances, learn new skills more quickly and 
easily, and adopt healthier behaviors. In a 1997 
paper on his findings, Fogg wrote presciently, 
“Exactly when and where such persuasion is 
beneficial and ethical should be the topic of 
further research and debate.”° As he continued 
his research, Fogg advocated the establishment 
of a new field of study that wove computer 
science and psychology together. He thought it 


should be called “captology” (from “computers 
as persuasive technologies”).° 

According to Fogg, you need three things to 
happen in order to influence a behavior. A 
person must want to perform an action or do 
something, must have the ability to do so, and 
must receive a trigger or a prompt. Without 
motivation, a trigger is useless and just serves 
as an annoyance to the person. If the desired 
action is too difficult or complicated, that desire 
serves only to frustrate and discourage the 
person. The triad seems incredibly obvious, as 
great explications often do. 

Probably Fogg’s most important contribution, 
however, was the insight that in order to change 
behavior, reducing the scope and complexity of 
the task is more effective than increasing the 
motivation. (Think of the endless video spool on 
Netflix and Facebook. The goal is to get people 
to watch more videos. To that end, product 
designers remove all friction—making it harder 
for users to stop watching the video than to 
continue watching it.) This is particularly 
effective when our brains emit the pleasure- 
inducing chemical dopamine in response to 
stimuli such as receiving likes, checking e-mails 
and finding that one has arrived, or being 
pinged in an online chat. So facilitating access 
coupled with pleasure inducement is a powerful 
combination for creating habits of consumption. 

The field would come to be called “behavioral 
design,” and Fogg has remained its intellectual 
leader. It has dovetailed with a burgeoning 
interest in behavioral economics and decision 
science led by scholars such as Daniel 
Kahneman, Amos Tversky, Dan Ariely, and the 
2017 Nobel prizewinner in economics, Richard 
Thaler. The research of these and others has 
illuminated the previously undocumented 


“wetware biases” (cognitive biases) and flaws 
that help explain some of what makes humans 
so susceptible to technology-driven behavioral 
design even if it results in outcomes that make 
them unhappier. 

Some of Fogg’s research findings may seem 
head-smackingly obvious. Importantly, Fogg is 
not a clear villain in this story. Much of his early 
and continuing research explores not only core 
behavioral-design techniques but also how to 
use mobile technology to improve health 
outcomes and change bad habits. In recent 
interviews, Fogg has expressed misgivings that 
his findings are being used for profiteering and 
hoarding human attention in ways that are not 
good for people or society. But as with many 
other researchers (Einstein prominent among 
them), his work was easily enough incorporated 
into uses that far outstripped his initial ideas. 

Fogg is hardly alone with his qualms. Even 
Eyal has expressed concern that technology 
consumption is out of control, that habits driven 
by the very insights he helped to popularize are 
coming back to haunt us. Joining Jobs and 
Gates, Eyal puts strict limits on how his children 
consume technology, for example. In this he 
joins the growing ranks of technology leaders 
expressing concern that we have not sufficiently 
examined the long-term human impacts of 
modern technology. Under the microscope, as 
you'll see in the next few chapters, things do 
not look very good. 
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Online Technology and Love 


We are living in the Tinder era, when a swipe is 
a terminal judgment taken in an instant upon 
scant information—at a rate of hundreds per 
hour. This is entirely new to humans—the 
appearance of an apparently endless choice of 
potential partners. Were it that simple! This 
chapter looks at how the Internet has changed 
our views of love, of romance, and even of 
ourselves. 


HOW TECHNOLOGY UNDERMINES OUR 
LOVETIVES 


Since the first civilizations, and across all 
cultures, humans have told stories about love. 
From Paris and Helen, to Romeo and Juliet, to 
Bonnie and Clyde, to Brangelina, lovers have 
captivated our imaginations, and love stories 
have become part of our cultural fabric. Very 
few of us can live happily without the love of 
others. The love of children and partner, of 
parents, and of friends: all contribute mightily 
to the richness of our existence. 

In many ways, past technological revolutions 
have affected how we love. Universal schooling 
and the popularization of letter-writing made 
love letters a common vehicle of expression. 
Later, the camera allowed soldiers to exchange 
pictures with their wives and families and 
girlfriends. The telephone connected distant 


lovers and friends over twisted strands of 
copper wire. 

These technologies surmounted distance to 
help us maintain our relationships through 
“social snacking,” a taste of the experience of 
actually sharing time together. The Internet and 
smartphones have, however, made these tastes 
more lifelike and immediate, for better and for 
worse: for better because we are more 
connected and closer than we ever were; for 
worse because, since the arrival of the Internet 
and smartphones, we have seen pornography 
use skyrocket, with clear negative effects on 
relationships and fidelity. Divorce rates, which 
rose rapidly during the early days of the 
Internet, continue to rise in people over age 
fifty; marriage rates in the United States and 
the developed world are falling steadily; and key 
measures of intimacy in America, such as 
frequency of sexual intercourse, have 
declined.’’*3 

Other contributors to these declines 
undoubtedly exist, but the way we use the new 
technology seems to have contributed. Despite 
all the talk of our being in a post-marriage 
society, married couples continue on balance to 
be happier and more stable than single people 
are, according to much of the research on the 
topic. And according to research by John 
Helliwell and Shawn Grover published by the 
National Bureau of Economic Research, that 
appears to be a causal relationship rather than 
a mere correlation.* Of course, lower rates of 
marriage correlate with higher poverty rates in 
general, particularly in the United States, where 
social safety nets are weaker than in other 
developed countries. But living in a two-parent 
household is a core indicator of well-being 
among children.°® 


Online technology has done a lot of good. 
Evidence is emerging that online dating has led 
to a marked increase in interracial dating and 
has enabled people to connect with others 
whom they would otherwise not have met.’ For 
those living in remote locations with small 
populations, online dating may, by expanding 
their pools of possibilities, be the best way to 
find a potential mate. And our ability to 
communicate with loved ones using technology 
has brought great benefits to business travelers, 
who can chat with their spouses while on the 
road and share pictures with their children and 
extended families. 

In this section, we discuss how modern 
technology has affected our love lives, focusing 
on some of the more obvious topics—online 
dating, pornography, divorce—and connecting 
those topics to broader trends that suggest a 
diminution in the experience of love and 
romance in our lives. As they do in other parts 
of our lives, always-on devices, along with the 
attention economy and the explicit design of 
technology products to maximize consumption, 
produce tedium, frustration, and dissatisfaction, 
both directly and indirectly. 

We see this occurring through our acceptance 
of ways of seeking love that seem practical and 
helpful but may in fact cheapen and trivialize 
what might otherwise be a less comfortable but 
ultimately transcendent experience. And some 
of the effects imply that moving love on line 
makes people’s experience of seeking an ideal 
match more unpleasant, more time-consuming, 
and more stressful than otherwise, with less 
fulfilling results. Compounding that, online 
dating promotes expectations to which our love 
lives, fraught with comparisons, never seem to 
measure up. 


ONLINE DATING AND THE ENDLESS 
SEARCH FOR THE PERFECT MATE (OR 
JUST FOR DISPOSABLE LOVE) 


Fifteen percent of Americans have used a 
website or app to look for a romantic partner.® 
The online dating industry now generates 
billions of dollars in revenue. It has also broken 
down barriers to finding potential mates as no 
previous technology has. We can now easily find 
and date people from different neighborhoods, 
in different towns, in foreign cities while on 
business trips, or in social groups that we might 
not otherwise regularly encounter in our daily 
lives. We can filter online referrals to potential 
mates on virtually any parameter we choose to 
zero in on, talking to only those who have the 
characteristics and background that we want in 
a partner. 

Online dating remains new enough to raise 
many questions about its effects. How have 
online dating and dating applications affected 
human fulfillment? Has the endless catalogue of 
swipes and potential mates led us to better 
marriages and greater fulfillment? Or has it led 
us astray and left us feeling sadder and 
lonelier? Has it led to fidelity or to divorce? The 
answers to these questions are complicated. 
Over all, online dating appears to have 
diminished our ability to find romantic 
satisfaction. More troubling is that online dating 
may be changing the way we view romance and 
how we assess and value other human beings, 
making our views and values more superficial, 
overly influenced by physical appearance. 

The experience of our good friend Alice (not 
her real name) is a case in point. A divorced 
mother with college-age children, Alice has had 
an amazing career, rising to high levels at 


prestigious companies as a technology 
executive. Outside of work, she is creative and 
an avid hiker. She paints, makes pickles, and 
helps her many artist friends turn their work 
into decent businesses. She is funny, smart, and 
full of energy. We have known Alice for four 
years—and in that time, she has always 
struggled to find good dating partners. 

This lack of dates is not for want of trying. 
Alice has used several online dating sites and 
gone on a handful of dates, but she found the 
entire experience unsatisfying. She considered 
Tinder but found it superficial and somewhat 
obnoxious. Even with more-thoughtful dating 
sites such as OkCupid, she felt that the dates 
never lived up to the online conversations or the 
expectations that the profile pictures raised. 
That’s perhaps unsurprising, considering that 
the majority of people are at least somewhat 
dishonest in their profiles.” She grew so 
dissatisfied that she began organizing parties to 
which her single friends brought their own 
single friends to meet and greet—not unlike an 
old-fashioned dance or social. 

Alice’s disappointment with online dating 
seems to be common. In response to a survey by 
Consumer Reports, the most active group of 
people using online dating sites found the 
experience incredibly frustrating: those who 
were most active gave online dating sites the 
lowest ratings of any service sites across all 
industries.’° 

To be sure, 44 percent of respondents to the 
survey said that online dating had resulted in a 
long-term relationship. This is certainly a 
positive result, and there are many success 
stories. One large study, too, suggests that 
marriages coming from online dating are 
happier. These positive outcomes may 


represent a selection bias: more-systematic 
people may tend to use online dating for 
successful outcomes precisely because they are 
systematic in their approaches and have a 
specific strategy (a wonderful book about this is 
Data: A Love Story, by Amy Webb) or because a 
better attitude toward dating led them to use a 
certain dating site in a more thoughtful way.” If 
so, those people probably would have ended up 
with a better marriage result anyway, even if 
online dating had not existed. (The study was 
funded by the online dating site eHarmony.) 

Also, a fundamental change has come about 
through online dating. In the past, online dating 
was an intentional act. People logged on toa 
dating website to browse, chat, and look for 
partners. The website was separate from other 
online activity and was not set up by default to 
induce addictive behavior, though it played the 
usual tricks to foster engagement: e-mail alerts, 
phone applications, and so forth. 

Then along came Tinder, with swiping and 
other clever user-interface tricks that foster the 
actions of rating, comparing, and selecting 
potential mates. This changed online dating in a 
key way. It became an omnipresent activity, a 
sport almost—swipe left, swipe right—that 
Tinder users could play in bars, in elevators, on 
the subway: anywhere they happened to be. 
Tinder’s innovation made online dating more 
addictive and also more comparative in an 
unhealthy way. Before, it took effort and focus. 
Tinder and its ilk made it mindless and 
ceaseless: the dating-application companies 
essentially used their simple navigation 
schemes to transform online dating into a form 
of endless mate shopping. On the one hand, we 
can admire its elegance. On the other hand, we 
see the result. The research discussed in this 


chapter shows that Tinder is bad for self-esteem 
and generally bad for the psyches of its users. 

And the proof is really in what people do, 
rather than in what they say. If online dating 
were a panacea for romance, we probably would 
have seen soaring rates of romantic 
engagement. And we have not. To the contrary, 
in the era of modern technology, we have gone 
in reverse: more of us live alone; we marry later; 
we have fewer partners; and we spend less time 
in social groups and outside our homes.’? That 
said, it is critical to remember that technology is 
neither good nor bad except as it is used or 
abused. 

And our cultural expectations may play a 
significant role in establishing that trend. Vivek 
has two Indian American relatives who 
approached online dating sites not for dates but 
with a view to matrimony and building a family. 
They used Indian dating sites and found lifelong 
partners and much happiness through those 
relationships. There are also likely to be cultural 
differences between small towns and large 
cities, between rural and urban areas, and even 
between different members of the same religion 
in terms of how they use online dating sites and 
their purposes in accessing them. For this 
reason, we try to focus on aggregate numbers. 


EXAMINING THE TRUE EFFECTS OF 
ONLINE DATING 


The effects of online dating and dating apps on 
happiness are complex. On the one hand, online 
dating exposes people to a far wider set of 
options and allows filtering by criteria of the 
user’s choosing. On the other hand, the paradox 
of choice affects many by making a decision 
difficult—and when they do make a decision, 


they tend to be less happy with ens may 
occur because that style of online dating 
promotes a mentality that views people and 
relationships as commodities to shop for.’ 

This focused and highly regimented shopping 
for mates, which occurs even on an app as 
apparently unstructured as Tinder, also 
precludes the wonders of serendipity. Ina 
column in the New York Times, author Maris 
Kreizman tells how, after failing to meet a nice 
match through algorithm-driven online dating 
sites, she found happiness with a love partner 
who was too young, in the wrong profession, 
and living in the wrong neighborhood.*® 
Naturally, they met the old-fashioned way, in a 
bar through friends of friends: 


“In walked a friend of a friend who I sort of knew from the 
internet but who I’d never met in real life. He is six years 
younger than I am (way too young for me) and he lived in 
Harlem (that’s a $40 cab fare from my home in Brooklyn) 
and he’s a writer/comedian (warning flags coming at me 
from every direction). But we talked and he charmed me. He 
was online dating, too, but I never would’ve found him on an 
app. He wasn’t on my metaphorical vision board, but he fit 
into my real life in ways I never could’ve imagined. He’s my 
husband now.” 


Aside from eliminating serendipity, online 
dating in its current format promotes a winner- 
take-all effect, wherein everyone seeks to date 
the most attractive people. !” This eliminates 
selection of mates by other variables that may 
be more predictive of compatibility, leading to 
frustration all around. There is no way to set up 
an online filter for people whom you find funny 
or fascinating or endearing, because those 
qualities are subjective and because they 
emerge in how people interact in a relationship. 
For these and other reasons, we believe that 
online dating is likely to be making it hard for 
people to find fulfillment in the meaningful, 


lasting relationships that contribute most to 
their lives. 

Since the advent of Match.com in 1995, 
online dating has exploded into a diverse set of 
applications and services, from “science- 
backed” dating sites such as OkCupid, 
Chemistry, and eHarmony; to affinity-group sites 
such as JDate (Jewish) and Grindr (gay men); to 
swipe apps (Tinder); to apps that give more 
control to women (Bumble). Advocates of online 
dating claim that it improves choice, makes 
finding partners easier, and improves our ability 
to select partners on the basis of what we 
perceive to be compatible characteristics. A 
significant and growing body of science implies 
otherwise. 

Through a comprehensive survey, psychologist 
Eli J. Finkel and colleagues found that online 
dating “does not always improve romantic 
outcomes.” This occurs for many reasons, one 
being that online dating is reductive, narrowing 
social interactions to two dimensions.’® The 
experience of meeting someone on line fails to 
capture the essence of social interaction. Online 
dating, Finkel and colleagues write, is 
evaluative and creates a mindset of assessment 
rather than of engagement. 

This mindset leads online daters to view 
potential partners as just another online 
commodity, undermining their willingness to 
commit because there is always a better option 
out there, even if they don’t know about it at 
that instant. Indeed, it is probable that those 
who are most successful at online dating attack 
it with ruthless efficiency, playing a high-volume 
game and quickly casting aside anyone who 
doesn’t (either on line or once dates commence 
in real life) generate an immediate spark of 
interest. 


This rating culture and commoditization 
mindset may also lead to diminished 
appreciation of people before we even meet 
them. Scientists are coming to believe that 
physical attraction is not fixed. We change what 
we think about people’s attractiveness based on 
our interaction with them. Funny people or 
clever people or extremely empathetic people 
may become more attractive to us after we talk 
with them or spend time with them. 

Kansas University researchers documented 
this effect, calling it “the Tinder trap.”!° In a lab 
setting, they showed subjects pictures of 
potential mates and asked them to rate their 
attractiveness. The researchers then introduced 
some of the subjects face to face to the people 
they had rated. The scientists found, curiously, 
that potential partners they had rated as less 
attractive or moderately attractive were far more 
likely to get increased ratings after a face-to- 
face meeting than were potential partners they 
had rated as attractive. So evaluating a potential 
partner solely on visual attractiveness is a poor 
predictor of what you will think of that person 
once you meet in real life. 

Perhaps most importantly, rating people’s 
attractiveness prior to meeting them tends to 
diminish raters’ evaluations of them afterward, 
“probably because the rater is comparing their 
conversation partner to all the other potential 
partners they saw on line.”7° In other words, the 
apparently endless choice that online dating 
offers may cheapen and undermine our 
perceptions of people in real life. 

The rapid-fire judgments inherent to online 
dating may also encourage our worst instincts. 
In a review of research about online dating in 
2012, Eli Finkel and colleagues found little 


evidence that online dating was a net positive.?? 


Their review was performed prior to Tinder’s 
rise in popularity, but it foreshadows Tinder-like 
behavior. And it frames behaviors encouraged 
by online dating as basically antithetical to the 
outcome of identifying and loving a partner. 

For example, the variety of choices in online 
dating can adversely affect our judgement in 
insidious ways. Evaluating choices side by side 
tends to encourage daters to emphasize factors 
and characteristics that are unlikely to 
determine compatibility. Whether someone is 
taller, or has blond hair or red hair, is highly 
unlikely to reflect compatibility over time; far 
less so than more-innate traits such as empathy, 
intelligence, or humor, or that elusive quality 
that emerges only in face-to-face interaction, 
“chemistry.” Particularly useless in this regard 
are superficial physical traits that tend to be 
overemphasized due to reliance on photos as 
the primary basis upon which to choose a date. 
Finkel and colleagues call it “relationshopping,” 
saying, “Much like hunting for size 8 leather 
shoes on Zappos.com, online daters seek 
partners by searching through profiles using 
attributes such as income and hair color, as 
opposed to arguably more important factors, 
such as sense of humor or rapport... We are 
bad at predicting what we will find attractive in 
reall lite. 724 

The snapshot-selection process not only leads 
many online daters to fudge their appearance 
but also tends to dwarf other considerations. 
OkCupid, which was founded by Harvard math 
majors, went so far as to measure the impact of 
what people wrote in their profiles in 
comparison with the pictures they posted. They 
found that what people wrote about themselves 
mattered little in determining perceptions of 
their attractiveness.7° And, ironically, exposure 


to so many choices lowers satisfaction with the 
mate chosen.~* 

The multitude of choices also results in 
scattered, unfocused communication, which is 
likely to contribute to the transactional nature of 
“relationshopping.” In a metadata analysis of 
four hundred thousand online-dating 
interactions, researchers found that the vast 
majority of the conversations are short, under 
twenty messages in length, and last an average 
of fifteen days.7° In a Hobbesian twist, only 1.4 
percent of the conversations result in an 
exchange of phone numbers. Imagine, then, 
going to a bar and introducing yourself to ninety 
people in rapid succession, of whom only a few 
are willing to talk to you, and leaving with one 
phone number. That experience sounds 
exhausting and miserable rather than 
liberating! This has led to “dating-app fatigue,” 
with some women saying they spend ten to 
fifteen hours a week managing their online- 
dating lives. As Julie Beck writes in The Atlantic, 
dating applications “facilitate our culture’s 
worst impulses for efficiency in the arena where 
we most need to resist those impulses... . 
Efficient dating is, in many ways, at odds with 
effective dating.””° Or, put another way, 
focusing on quantity over quality is exhausting. 
Rather than searching for the perfect mate ora 
needle in a haystack, people might be better 
served by just trying to get to know each other 
better and letting their intrinsic attractions 
emerge. 

More concerning is that some online-dating 
applications have been linked with low self- 
esteem. In a survey of Tinder users and 
nonusers, those who used the swiping app 
recorded lower levels of self-worth and, along 
with other negative impressions, said that they 


were less satisfied with their own faces’ 
appearance.~” Curiously, this effect was stronger 
in male users. 

Now we move from how technology is 
affecting our dating lives to how it is affecting 
our sex lives—through pornography. 


PORNOGRAPHY 


For the purposes of this section, we leave aside 
all moral judgments about viewing pornography. 
Rather, we focus on the impacts of its 
consumption on our lives. It is an uncomfortable 
subject, but online technology has taken 
pornography out of the closet and into the 
mainstream. Pornhub, the largest pornography 
site on the Internet, is ranked as the thirty- 
eighth most trafficked web property in the 
world, according to Amazon’s Alexa traffic- 
ranking service. It tallied 2.66 billion sessions 
in November 2017, more than double the 
number of monthly sessions eight years earlier. 
Estimates of the percentage of worldwide web 
traffic devoted to pornography range from 5 
percent to 20 percent (weighted by its heavy 
video content). 

According to Pornhub’s 2017 Year in Porn 
Review report, visitors watched four billion 
hours of pornography over the course of 28.5 
billion site visits to Pornhub alone, not counting 
visits to the thousands of other online sites and 
blogs that publish pornography.7® Visitors 
performed 24.7 billion searches on the site 
(about eight hundred per second, the number of 
hamburgers that McDonald’s sells per second). 
No one doubts any longer that a fairly large 
percentage of the population consumes online 
porn. International studies estimate that 50 to 
99 percent of men and 30 to 86 percent of 


women consume porn, the vast majority on 
line.*? The average session on Pornhub was 
seven minutes in length as of November 2017. 

Though some psychologists believe that porn 
consumption is innocuous and even associated 
with reductions in reported sexual assaults, a 
substantial volume of research indicates that 
porn is not so benign. In a survey of 1,500 
people, researchers found that people who 
viewed porn even once a month expressed lower 
degrees of sexual satisfaction than those who 
didn’t, with “disproportionately larger 
decrements in satisfaction” in those who 
consumed it more often.?2 In another study, 
researchers found that couples of which neither 
member used porn reported more relationship 
satisfaction than did couples of which one 
person used porn. Individual users, the study 
found, reported “significantly less intimacy and 
commitment in their relationship than non-users 
and shared users.”*' Other research associates 
the use of pornography with a higher likelihood 
of cheating on spouses.°~ Researchers have 
found that regular, heavy porn use may 
physically shrink parts of our brains.°° Roughly 
one-third of married women view surreptitious 
or unapproved use of pornography by their 
spouses as a form of infidelity.** 

This is hardly a settled topic, and a debate 
continues to rage over whether online porn is 
actually physically and psychologically addictive. 
One researcher found that treatment of people 
who believed they were porn addicts with 
Naltrexone, a drug used to treat drug 
addictions, significantly lessened their time 
spent on line consuming pornography.” Some 
counter-evidence indicates that joint porn use 
within a relationship increases females’ reports 
of sexual intimacy and quality.°° And porn 


watchers were more likely to be having sex than 
non-porn watchers, according to the most 
recent survey.>” But having sex and making love 
are not equivalent, and most research suggests 
that porn has a negative impact on us, on our 
self-perceptions, and on our love lives. 

Psychologists and researchers are concerned 
that sexuality is becoming divorced from 
intimacy—a trend that could accelerate as 
improvements in pornography technology make 
it a better and better replacement for intimate 
sex with people we love.°? If porn in fact 
becomes more attractive than the real thing— 
more convenient, more enjoyable, and 
sufficiently realistic—and becomes more widely 
consumed, numerous other problems could 
result. Sex is effective not just for procreation; it 
has multiple beneficial emotional and physical 
effects on us. Having good sex with someone we 
love increases our happiness and well-being and 
may even increase how long we live!°? Sex with 
somebody we love confers a range of important 
health benefits, and it’s possible that the 
intimacy associated with sex is more important 
than the sex itself.*° Replacing live sex with 
pornography could have many unforeseen 
unfortunate consequences. Yet we may be 
heading down that path without asking what it 
may do to our relationships and to the meaning 
of being human. 


¢ 4 4 


Online Technology and Work 


Before the Internet and smartphones, we left 
our work at the office. We typed reports on 
typewriters (or on word processors and PCs). 
Calling meetings was complicated. Today, e-mail 
and chat connect us around the clock to 
colleagues around the world. We share 
information quickly and easily—and are often 
interrupted. We must process and filter far more 
information. As we show in this chapter, the 
changes that online technology has wrought in 
recent years may be impeding our work, 
reducing our productiveness, and taking its toll 
on our well-being. 


THE HARD THING ABOUT DEEP WORK 


As Alex sat down to work on this chapter for the 
first time, he shut off his Internet access and 
settled in to read the research he and his 
research assistant, Sachin Maini, had collected 
on the impact of technology on the workplace. 
About fifteen minutes into reading on his 
computer screen off line, Alex clicked on a URL 
because he wanted to read a related article. He 
turned his Internet access back on, went to that 
article, and found that he would need to search 
the web for a PDF version. 

This meant a side trip to Google Scholar and 
an additional search. The search turned up 
more than a dozen related articles, many of 
which appeared to be interesting. Alex filtered 


the responses by year and soon realized that a 
lot of the Google Scholar results pointed to low- 
quality research. But they gave him ideas for 
other avenues of inquiry, so he entered some 
new search terms into Google Scholar and 
pulled out new articles. One of the new articles 
looked particularly promising, so he e-mailed it 
to Sachin and Vivek. Twenty minutes had passed 
since he had diverted his attention to the 
Internet. Alex had lost his flow but learned a 
few things along the way. 

All of that would have been fine, except that 
Alex was on a tight deadline to finish this book. 
He again turned off Internet access to start over. 
But he also realized that writing a book in 
twenty-minute spurts of concentration 
interrupted by Internet research and e-mails 
was a poor strategy. As a university student, he 
had been able to write for two to three hours at 
a stretch without interruption, maintaining a 
more or less consistent train of thought. As a 
child, he had often read for five hours straight 
with scant rest. For his part, Vivek had whiled 
away entire afternoons coding without feeling 
the need to do anything else. Concentrating was 
just something you did; you didn’t have to 
engineer a specialized existence in order to 
prevent distraction. 

What had happened since those days? What 
had made it so much harder to get long 
stretches when you could concentrate and get 
tasks done? You already know the answer to this 
question. Technology has made it a snap to 
research books, find information, and share that 
information. Researching a book like this in the 
1980s would have required weeks in a 
university library looking at microfiche and 
dead-tree journal articles. Now, such research 
can happen much faster on line, and even on 


mobile phones, and the articles can be easily 
shared with research assistants. 

What we now have trouble doing, however, is 
staying focused. The distraction and the 
difficulty in focusing are so great that despite 
the far easier access to much of the world’s 
knowledge, the fractured path from A to B that 
results from the addictive and interruptive 
temptations embedded in technology may be 
making us less productive than we were before. 

There’s no doubt that technology can make 
work more productive in key ways. E-mail and 
chat have made sharing documents and 
collaborating and conducting asynchronous 
communication across time zones and teams 
easier—at least in principle. Technology 
enhances our access to knowledge and 
information, making many tasks far more 
efficient. Think of the plight of a repair worker 
in the field sifting through paper manuals in the 
1970s. Today, workers can receive the latest 
maintenance updates on a phone or a tablet and 
quickly find precisely the information they need. 
But they may feel compelled to respond to 
unimportant work e-mails during that same 
work task. 

A growing body of evidence suggests that the 
darker side of technology use—distraction, 
interruption, and resultant lags in resuming 
concentration—is likely to frustrate and stress 
us and impede deep, sustained, thoughtful 
work, the kind that continues to be the most 
valuable to organizations and businesses as well 
as the most satisfying to workers. (Alex dives in 
to check his e-mail. That takes just fifteen 
seconds, but it incurs a huge cost: at least five 
minutes more for him to mentally settle back into 
his original task!) Nearly all the evidence points 
to our having become scattered, interrupted, 


and detained in meetings to a far greater 
degree than in the past. (Alex shuts off Internet 
access but then turns it back on to leave a 
comment in a document for his research 
assistant.) 

Our personal experiences in writing this book 
were more distracted than we would have liked. 
This distraction is, we believe, increasingly 
representative of most people’s experiences of 
technology and work. Pervasive social media, 
mobile applications, and other technologies use 
powerful psychological tools to hijack our 
attention. And companies seeking to win the 
war for our attention at work are using the same 
arsenal. 

Worse, our employers themselves want more 
of our attention in ways that further dilute our 
focus, in ways formerly reserved for our 
personal lives. Employees are commonly 
expected to share company news on social 
media—and on the growing list of tools 
designed to coordinate and amplify marketing 
campaigns via individual employees’ messages. 
In other words, our employers are actively 
encouraging us to repeatedly interrupt our own 
work! 

Whereas pressure to attend to social media in 
our personal lives arises through manipulation 
of how we perceive our personal relationships, 
on the job there are strong corporate pressures 
to respond and participate. In survey after 
survey, workers say they feel compelled at work 
to check e-mail, text, and chat in order to 
respond quickly to any messages they receive or 
issues that crop up. The companies and 
organizations that foster this mindset give 
almost no consideration as to whether our 
always-on cycle for response and participation is 
ultimately productive and enhances both our 


personal satisfaction and the efficacy of the 
organization. 

We believe that the adverse effects of new 
technology in our work lives have begun to 
outweigh the beneficial ones. Communications 
technologies and workplace norms put us ina 
constant state of alert and are eating into our 
time to focus on individual deep work. More 
concerningly, organizations are increasingly 
using technology to monitor and surveil us at 
work. The argument for surveillance is that 
employees will be more productive if they can 
get real-time feedback. The reality is that this 
type of surveillance and feedback—which comes 
in the guise of gamification—is simply another 
cause of distraction, frustration, and bitterness. 

In the past decade, productivity increases in 
the U.S. economy have stalled. Economists have 
posited explanations—primarily, that it takes a 
long time for the impact of big technology shifts 
to show up in total factor productivity numbers, 
the gold standard for measuring productivity. 
This is not unusual. In past technology shifts, 
we Saw a Similar period of stagnation before a 
big leap. But other researchers propose a 
different explanation for continuing productivity 
stagnation: that, as it is currently used, 
technology at work is detracting from 
productivity. 


THE PRODUCTIVITY PARADOX AND 
POLYANI’S PARADOX 


Economists have long struggled to demonstrate 
a Clear relationship between the adoption of the 
latest wave of technology—computers and the 
Internet—and improvements in productivity. 
Since the 1960s, they have closely tracked the 
impact of computers and information technology 


on how we work and on how efficient we are. 
And in the earlier periods of technology 
adoption, economists tracked rapid increases in 
efficiency, although those were largely 
concentrated in the technology companies 
themselves. 

But a fundamental problem of productivity 
measures is that they were designed to measure 
production of physical things rather than of 
services. Production of physical things has 
become increasingly automated as industries 
prioritize efficiency. As a result, employment 
growth in the more advanced economies has 
been in knowledge and service sectors. 
Measuring output in this new economy is 
extraordinarily difficult, and economists 
continue to struggle with it. Measuring outputs 
of goods such as software is equally 
challenging. And productivity measurements 
don’t accurately account for the benefits of price 
declines. For example, in 2005 we paid several 
hundred dollars for a dashboard Garmin GPS 
unit. Today, GPS is available through free 
applications on our smartphones; we pay 
nothing for the same functionality. The cost 
reduction in real dollars is probably close to 
$1,000. Applications such as WhatsApp and 
Skype, which allow us to talk for free, and even 
the calculators that are a basic feature of every 
computer and phone, are also illustrations of 
things that used to cost money and now cost 
nothing (or, after you buy the phone and pay 
your phone bill, next to nothing). There is no 
easy way to factor such improvements into 
current statistical analyses. 

Measuring productivity improvements 
resulting from the introduction of new 
technology is as difficult as measuring 


productivity in the new service economy. The 
effects are elusive and complicated. 

We intuitively know, for instance, that e-mail 
is exceptionally helpful for distributing 
documents. But we may not accurately account 
for the detrimental effects of spending too much 
time checking for incoming e-mail messages—or 
of relying on e-mail rather than on face-to-face 
conversations. (As we’ll detail in this chapter, 
research has shown that live conversations are 
far more likely to elicit a meaningful response 
from people we don’t know than e-mail is.) 

Similarly, even if we are aware of them, 
researchers cannot easily measure the negative 
effects on productivity of the scarcity of 
opportunity to engage in “deep work”—a term 
popularized by computer scientist Cal Newport 
to describe work that requires extended thought 
and concentration." Newport makes a strong 
case that such work is behind most of the great 
intellectual advances of our time and that the 
ability to engineer a life that supports deep 
work is a critical component of success. 
Newport builds on mountains of research 
concerning “flow,” a psychological state 
popularized by psychologist Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi. Ability to achieve a “flow” 
state is widely accepted as the core 
underpinning of how the world’s greatest 
athletes and musicians attain and maintain 
greatness. 

In what has become known as “Polyani’s 
paradox,” Michael Polyani hypothesizes that we 
are less susceptible to automation and robotics 
than we think we are, because most of the jobs 
we do today have subtle nuances impossible to 
reduce to explicit instructions. Folding laundry, 
for example, is a task difficult for robots 
because it entails a great many skills that, 


though we take them for granted, robots don’t 
possess. Let’s say you tell a robot to gently tug 
on the corners of a sheet to stretch it out before 
folding. What does “gently” mean, exactly? And 
what if the sheet is a fitted sheet, without 
obvious corners? What is the difference between 
a round corner and a square corner? And can 
you describe the difference between a T-shirt 
and a sock in a jumbled pile of laundry? Until it 
can be made precise, no machine can 
successfully interpret the simple instruction 
“Please fold my laundry.” 

The tasks we perform every day at work, too, 
are far more nuanced than we may appreciate. 
Sending out a new report by e-mail to get 
feedback may actually result in a lot less 
feedback than handing each individual a copy of 
the report, looking them in the eye, and asking 
them to please read it and give you feedback on 
it. In imposing an intermediary, we may think 
we are increasing efficiency and improving 
productivity, but we are also bumping into 
Polyani’s paradox: it’s far harder than we may 
realize to capture the full importance and scope 
of work activities. Interpersonal interactions 
have long been part of the process, and 
removing them wholesale inevitably has 
unintended consequences. 

We build on the themes that Nicholas Carr 
explored in his book The Shallows, about the 
effect of the Internet on our brains: work activity 
is growing shallower, more fractured, more 
time-consuming, and less rewarding; 
productivity growth slows; and workplace 
uncertainty increases.” According to Stanford 
University professor Jeffrey Pfeffer in his book 
Dying for a Paycheck, technology companies 
(which, unsurprisingly, tend to be technology 


intensive) are increasingly unhealthy places in 
which to work.? 

Technology has totally obliterated the border 
between work and other parts of our lives, 
leaving us no safe zone. On the one hand, some 
argue that this is a good thing, as the ability 
that technology fosters to work from anywhere 
on any device gives us incredible flexibility. It 
lets us run errands during short breaks on work- 
from-home days and allows us to keep working, 
without coming into the office, even if we are 
sick. Some knowledge workers are able to take 
“workcations,” in which they visit a foreign 
country and work a regular day but after hours 
and on weekends experience the culture and 
surrounds of the place they’re visiting. 

On the other hand, this same facility for 
remote work reinforces unhealthy expectations 
that we should constantly be responsive to work 
demands. As well, it increases fragmentation of 
our work efforts by further segmenting our days 
into smaller discrete stretches of work, 
impeding deep work, the kind that is the most 
satisfying and productive. And the technology 
makes it very easy for us to multitask, which too 
easily reduces productivity. 

Some work organizations have tried to 
mitigate this effect by aggressively enforcing 
absence from work during vacations and by 
experimenting with requirements that 
employees leave their smartphones at work 
when they go home. For example, German 
automobile manufacturer Daimler AG allows 
employees to set their e-mail accounts to 
“delete” while on vacation. Doing so 
automatically sends a reply that reroutes 
message senders to the person responsible for 
covering for the vacationer.* Notably, Google’s 
human resources (HR) department strongly 


encourages employees to take vacations because 
it has found that rested employees are more 
productive and happier. Other tech companies 
are taking an even more radical approach by 
paying employees thousands of dollars during 
their vacations to refrain from answering e- 
mails or otherwise engaging in work tasks or 
discussions.” That companies are paying 
employees to ignore digital communications—an 
escape that employees should be able to relish 
during their time off—speaks volumes. 

All told, the evidence strongly indicates that 
the turbulence, psychological burden, and 
constant interruptions resulting from modern 
workplace communications technology are 
disrupting our work and harming our well- 
being. 


INFORMATION OVERLOAD, 
COMMUNICATIONS OVERLOAD, AND 
METCALFE’S LAW 


It is by now a truism that we live in an era of 
information overload. This arises from easy 
access to articles, songs, movies, and podcasts 
courtesy of the Internet. Many of us could spend 
fifty hours a week reading the latest news in our 
feeds and still not come close to keeping up. As 
information has become more accessible and its 
volume has burgeoned, we are increasingly 
required to filter its inflow—a task to which our 
evolutionary development has poorly suited us. 
The rapidly evolving technological landscape 
and deluge of new information we are exposed 
to every day forces us to struggle to keep 
abreast of developments in our industry that are 
relevant to our professional lives. Filtering out 
noise, in the form of irrelevant and useless 
information, becomes ever more difficult, and 


the “signal,” the truly relevant and useful 
information, remains increasingly elusive. 

Exacerbating this conflict is our workplace 
technology, which now fights for our attention 
and competes in the attention economy nearly 
as aggressively as advertiser-driven models such 
as social networks and search engines. E-mail, 
text, and text-based chat now swamp voice in 
terms of time we spend on them per week.® This 
is unfortunate, because the newer forms of 
communication, though easier to digest and 
deal with, tend to be far less information-rich 
than voice conversations or in-person meetings. 
In a phone call, the tone of a conversation is 
easy to discern. In an e-mail, such nuances 
remain obscure. Additionally, flowing 
conversations, on the phone or in person, can 
yield insights or allow for the type of free 
association that enables creativity. In contrast, 
e-mail creates stilted, transactional interactions 
with little tendency to promote the free 
association and logical leaps that can lead to 
better ideas. 

Metcalfe’s law states that the value of a 
communications network increases with the 
square of the number of users. That’s why 
Facebook as a network is so incredibly valuable: 
it connects two billion people, which is more 
than any nation-state or any religion except for 
Christianity does. The darker side of this 
relationship emerges as the costs of 
communication approaches zero. Organizational 
expert Michael Mankins posits that “as the cost 
of communications decreases, the number of 
interactions increases exponentially, as does the 
time required to process them.”” 

Today, communications are virtually free. Yes, 
we pay for network usage, and we pay for our 
cell-phone and broadband access. But we rarely 


perceive there to be a cost associated with 
sending an e-mail or a text or chat message, 
because in the developed world there is virtually 
no added cost in most cases. Free Wi-Fi is 
becoming more common, particularly in urban 
areas, and sending a business e-mail costs 
nothing. That has spurred the explosive growth 
in interactions predicted by Metcalfe’s law. 

The Radicati Group projected in February 
2017 that by the end of 2021 the volume of 
business and consumer e-mails sent and 
received would reach 319.6 billion messages 
per day (and reached 269 billion by the end of 
201 Ves WhatsApp, which employees use for 
both business and personal communications 
around the world, is relaying fifty-five billion 
messages a day free of charge, a total that 
exceeds the entire global volume of traditional 
SMS texts.” Over the course of a few years, 
Slack has grown to become a popular workplace 
chat and team-collaboration application. Many 
others, such as Atlassian’s Stride (formerly 
HipChat), offer similar capabilities. Today, chat 
is, in many workplaces, deeply embedded as a 
third online communications mode after e-mail 
and text. 

In Silicon Valley and the technology realm, 
Slack is now the dominant work chat 
application. As of October 2017, it was used by 
more than nine million people, in fifty-five 
thousand companies. Many of its users leave 
Slack running all day on their phones, receiving 
Slack notifications by e-mail or by SMS alerts on 
their phones. And, following the pattern of 
consumer technology’s translation into work- 
productivity tools, the growth of chat 
applications at work reflects the rapid growth of 
consumer chat accounts. In 2017, five billion 


people were using chat tools globally, according 
to the Radicati Group.’° 

Naturally, there is a hidden cost to all that 
frictionless loquacity. Even as Slack touts its 
ability to radically improve productivity, 
numerous critics have decried uncontrolled 
Slack (and chat) use at work as doing the exact 
opposite: creating a giant time sink that also 
magnifies FOMO and other human information- 
processing flaws such as recency bias: the 
tendency to believe that what has been 
happening lately will continue happening. 

This shift in how we interact at work is 
compromising work quality and productivity in 
profound ways that also detract from worker 
happiness. The productivity cost is much greater 
than the time spent looking at e-mail or 
checking Slack: employees are less “present” in 
meetings, less able to focus on tasks, and less 
able to devote uninterrupted time to critical 
tasks. 

Evolutionary selective pressures did not favor 
brains with an ability to maintain perfect 
concentration while flipping back and forth 
between tasks. UC Irvine’s Gloria Mark 
constructed careful studies that measure 
workers in real work situations or near-realistic 
work simulations, such as reading from a 
document and following instructions on sending 
e-mails to colleagues. 1" Mark found that 
interruptions can increase the total time 
necessary for completing a task, often 
significantly, and that it usually takes twenty- 
three minutes to return to a task after an 
interruption. At work, she found, these workers 
were switching tasks every ten minutes or so. 

The task switches that do the most damage 
are those requiring a worker to switch contexts: 
from one project to another, or from one topic to 


another. Interruptions that remain within the 
same context are less disruptive. So, for 
example, an e-mail interruption about building 
slides for a report is not so bad if the worker is 
at that moment working on the report as it is if 
the worker is working on something else, such 
as writing performance reviews or reviewing a 
white paper. 

Mark found that interruption even of tasks 
requiring less mental energy—such as sending 
an e-mail—stresses those interrupted, even if 
they can make up the time, possibly because 
they are left with less time in which to complete 
the task. In another study, Mark found that 
workers who switched tasks more and had less 
focused time in a day felt that they had achieved 
less./? 

Not surprisingly, Mark is concerned about the 
impact of all this switching on productivity and 
creativity. 

As long ago as 2008, she told Fast Company: 


“When people are switching contexts every 10 and half 
minutes they can’t possibly be thinking deeply. There’s no 
way people can achieve flow. When I write a research 
article, it takes me a couple of hours before I can even 
begin to think creatively. If I was switching every 10 and half 
minutes, there’s just no way I'd be able to think deeply 
about what I’m doing. This is really bad for innovation. 
When you’re on the treadmill like this, it’s just not possible 
to achieve flow.” 


And it’s not only e-mail: employees check 
their smartphones on average 150 times a day.! 
Achieving anything at work when inundated by 
e-mail, social media, smartphones, and other 
technologies requires a Herculean feat of self- 
discipline. 
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Researcher Sophie Leroy has found that 
switching rapidly between tasks results in 
“attention residue” as the brain continues to 
work on an old task even after it has flipped to a 


different one.” The rise of communication and 
collaboration tools leads to so much time 
processing messages and calls for collaboration 
that workers are forced to perform their jobs at 
home at night during quiet hours./° 

The temptation to rely on electronic 
communication is understandable: it feels less 
intrusive and requires less emotional energy, 
particularly if there is any chance of even mild 
disagreement in the conversation. But the 
fragmented nature of modern communication 
perversely bakes new and painful inefficiencies 
into our workflows. A long conversation 
conducted over an office chat application may 
stretch out over hours, span meetings, and 
sustain multiple interruptions for other pressing 
tasks. In calculating actual time spent, it might 
have been far more efficient to pick up the 
phone or walk over to a colleague’s desk. And 
the mutual understanding that results from 
these fractured conversations is less than the 
understanding arrived at through dedicated, 
rich conversational flows. (For this reason, Alex 
has a three-response rule. Once an e-mail or 
chat has gone back and forth, he prefers to talk 
in person, on a video call, or in a live voice 
conversation.) 

Ultimately, the switching costs of constantly 
moving between tasks, the costs to our attention 
of distractions, the compulsive use of e-mail and 
other communication or notification systems, the 
lack of boundaries between work and home, and 
the inefficiencies and artificiality of electronic 
communications are now making our jobs much 
harder to do efficiently. 

Worse still, we are often imposing switching 
costs on our co-workers even when we have no 
intention of interrupting their attention. Anyone 
who has sat next to someone at a meeting who 


is constantly checking e-mail or sending chat or 
text messages can attest that it’s hard not to 
glance over, even inadvertently. Our brains and 
eyes are wired to monitor activity. So in 
meetings when laptop and smartphone usage is 
unrestricted and open, we end up fighting to 
maintain our focus even if the laptops and 
smartphones are not our own and we are trying 
to restrict our own usage to improve our 
efficiency and focus. How do these switching 
costs affect our ability to learn and to gain 
information? 

Researchers at the U.S. Air Force Academy 
created an experiment to test learning 
performance using three groups. One group 
took classes in which computers were 
prohibited in the classroom. Another group took 
classes in which computers were allowed 
(although some students elected not to use 
them). A third group took classes in which 
tablets were allowed but had to remain flat on 
the desk. The result was that students in 
classrooms from which computers were 
excluded fared much better and learned more in 
general than students in classrooms in which 
tech was allowed. What’s more, the performance 
degradation was not dependent on individuals’ 
tech usage; it applied to all members of the 
group.”” 

So uncontrolled use of technology may harm 
innocent bystanders; it is a form of ambient 
pollution. Some economists now treat this 
spillover effect as a negative externality, just like 
pollution. With this in mind, much of the 
confusion over what appears to be lagging 
productivity in the face of mass tech adoption 
begins to make sense. Technology is not an 
unalloyed net positive and can detract from 
productivity mightily. A blog post titled “Is the 


economy suffering a crisis of attention?” written 
by Dan Nixon, of the Bank of England’s staff, 
argued that technology is retarding productivity 
and driving us to distraction.’® 

Though saying so may seem controversial, it 
seems to both of us that people often get less 
done in an hour now than they used to in past 
decades. This reduces employee satisfaction, 
because a sense of fulfillment is one of the top 
motivators for people at work, and a sense of 
accomplishment doesn’t readily flow from 
spending your entire day distracted and in 
meetings. Even when we do get as much done 
in an hour as before, the ubiquitous tech-driven 
interruptions add significant stress to the work. 


SHUT THEM ALL DOWN: A TALE FROM 
(ie OFRIGE 


A good friend of ours, Mark, is the chief 
operating officer (COO) of a fast-growing 
venture-backed enterprise technology start-up. 
He is a very hands-on manager and a really 
good guy. We told Mark what we were writing 
about, and he told us about his notification- 
detox routine for new staff members: 


Whenever we onboard a new employee, I have to tell them 
turn off notifications. They come in and want to be notified 
of every Slack message, be included on every e-mail, and 
set up those systems to notify them on text if anything comes 
up around the topics they are interested in. It’s borderline 
insanity. 

So I literally sit with them and have them turn off their 
notifications one by one. We tell them that if we really need 
to talk to them on the weekend, we will call them. Most of 
them seem shocked because it’s the first time in memory 
they have had an employer ask them to connect less, not 
more. But we have found that too many notifications 
distract our engineers from doing good work. They can’t 
see it, but we can. 


Mark found that by decreasing the 
communication responsibilities of his workforce, 


he allowed them to focus more energy on what’s 
important. A rich body of work supports this 
finding—and finds that this type of focus makes 
for a happier workforce. To date most of the 
research has focused on e-mail. You may recall 
that Gloria Mark has shown that e-mail 
distractions and overuse lead to greater 
frustration and stress when performing office 
tasks.'? In that particular study, Gloria Mark 
recommends that workers find ways to limit 
their exposure to e-mails and to batch e-mail 
reading into predictable windows.”” But that’s 
easier said than done. In the next section, you 
will see why. 


IN PRACTICE: HOW TECHNOLOGY KILLS 
PRODUCTIVITY AND WORK 
SATISFACTION 


Easy access to a multiplicity of tools of text 
communication is creating unprecedented 
bottlenecks in the modern employee’s workflow. 
In the past, a message would be a note on the 
desk or a voicemail. Then came e-mail, and 
suddenly the volume of messages soared into 
the dozens per day. Then came chat applications 
and instant messaging, and those messages—all 
demanding attention and even more open-ended 
and less formal—ballooned further. Adding text 
messages from cell phones or WhatsApp or 
Skype or Zoom or Facebook Messenger (which 
your overseas colleagues probably use) 
commonly leads an employee to have to process 
hundreds of messages of various types every 
day and thousands per month; and managers 
have to deal with five or ten times that number. 
It’s a recipe for message paralysis, courtesy of 
modern technology. 


Collaboration is another way in which 
technology does us a disservice. In theory, 
collaboration is a good thing. But it is like most 
good things: too much of it hurts an 
organization. In the past, the cost of 
collaboration was fairly high—requiring 
meetings, input in person or in writing (typed or 
handwritten), and other physical actions. Rarely 
did you see situations in which ten or twenty 
individuals were consulted on decisions. The 
miracle of modern technology has made it easier 
to collaborate on most processes. Want to bring 
everyone into a decision? Throw up a poll on 
Slack and ask everyone to weigh in. Or send a 
group e-mail or group comment request with a 
link to a Google doc. It’s easy, and everyone’s 
feedback can be captured and collated, 
instantly. 

Although this process can add useful inputs 
and creative thoughts, it can also impede work 
and increase bureaucracy. Sixty percent of 
twenty-three thousand employees that the 
technology consultancy CEB surveyed had to 
consult with at least ten colleagues, and 30 
percent, with at least twenty colleagues, each 
day in order to effectively discharge their daily 
duties.*" Unsurprisingly, CEB has found in 
surveys that many types of business processes, 
from hiring new employees to completing 
enterprise sales to finishing an information 
technology (IT) project, take longer than they 
used to a decade earlier. 

This retardation partly results from meeting 
sprawl. In the pre-Internet era, setting up a 
meeting with five participants was time- 
consuming. No one had online calendars. There 
was no easy way for all five to communicate 
simultaneously until they were face to face, so if 
they happened to be in different offices, then 


just setting up the meeting was complicated. 
These barriers had the effect of limiting the 
number of meetings that people arranged. As 
Michael Mankins explains, the introduction of 
online calendaring programs and e-mails has 
made it much easier to sync calendars and set 
up meetings.~7 As a result, by his calculations, 
the number of meetings has increased 
dramatically. 

Using people analytics and data-mining tools, 
Malkins and his Bain & Company colleagues 
combed through e-mails, calendars, chat 
applications, and other sources of information 
on how an organization spends its time. They 
found that the proportion of an organization’s 
time spent in meetings had increased every year 
from 2008 to 2016, when it had reached 
roughly 15 percent; and that most midlevel 
managers spend even more time in meetings: 
twenty-one hours per week. With an additional 
eleven hours spent in processing e-mail, the 
poor manager has less than fifteen hours per 
week to do thoughtful, deep work!?3 

This was just one study. But in our 
experience, the study understates the case. We 
have both seen jobs in which senior managers 
spent more than 70 percent of their time in 
meetings and most of the rest in interacting by 
e-mail. And it’s worth remembering that the 
attendance of senior managers in meetings 
entails a cascade of organizational effects: 
others must prepare the executives for them. 
One regular executive committee meeting that 
cost the executive team seven thousand person- 
hours per year cost the entire organization three 
hundred thousand person-hours per year due to 
meetings cascading from that top-level conclave, 
and that tally did not include meeting 
preparation time or research.~* Work 


increasingly means conducting meetings, 
preparing for meetings, and sending and 
responding to e-mails, with diminishing time 
available for performing primary job functions. 
Harris Interactive surveyed two thousand office 
workers and found that only 45 percent of their 
time was spent completing their primary job 
duties; 55 percent was spent on secondary 
organizational tasks such as e-mail, meetings, 
and scheduling.7” 


THE SLOT MACHINE AT THE OFFICE 


One of the signature trends of technology in the 
Internet age has been the reversal of technology 
adoption flows. In the past, the copy machine, 
the fax, the mobile phone (before smartphones), 
and the personal computer all started as work 
tools and then moved into the consumer realm. 
With the Internet, and with smartphones, that 
trend reversed. Unexpectedly, consumer tools 
such as chat, e-mail, and social networks were 
brought into the workplace—not by IT 
managers, but by employees looking to increase 
their productivity. This path had been greased 
by the demands of workers that they be able to 
use their own smartphones (and, to a lesser 
degree, laptops and tablets) to conduct work 
business such as making phone calls and 
sending e-mails. 

So the slot machine in our pockets was tossed 
into the workplace, with unsurprising results. 
Our work tools began to more closely resemble 
our consumer products. Chat tool Slack uses 
numerous techniques (as discussed in chapter 
1) that encourage workers to pay attention to it 
as much as possible and consume as much as 
possible. The company’s tagline, after all, is 
“Where Work Happens.” Translation? Don’t 


leave Slack; you will miss something and fail at 
your job. Urging us to turn on desktop 
notifications, e-mail notifications when someone 
mentions our name, and shortcuts that allow us 
to post GIFs in the chat channel, the product 
designers of Slack have clearly read Nir Eyal’s 
book. 

Slack is one of many services engaging 
businesses and work teams using approaches 
similar to those of consumer product designers. 
In fact, most providers of work technologies, 
from human resources systems to document- 
sharing systems to systems managing customer 
relationships, now emphasize some sort of 
interruptive notifications system to alert us toa 
new message or some other event. The result is 
a blizzard of notifications and intense pressure 
to keep many of those notification systems on 
because ignoring a notification is likely to mean 
ignoring something that somebody considers 
important. 

This new reality of notification insanity 
obstructs our concentration not only as 
individuals but also when we are together—in 
the flesh, or in a virtual conference. In a study 
of 1,200 office employees in 2015, 
videoconferencing company Highfive found that, 
on average, 4.73 messages, texts, or e-mails are 
sent by each person during a normal in-person 
meeting. Seventy-three percent of millennial 
respondents acknowledged checking their 
phones during conference calls, and 45 percent 
acknowledged checking them during in-person 
meetings. Ironically, 47 percent of respondents’ 
biggest problem with meetings was that co- 
workers were not paying attention.7° 

So the behavior that intermittent variable 
rewards induces bleeds over easily from our 
personal lives into our work lives. The slot 


machine is in our pockets, on our laptops, and 
on our videoconferencing systems. 


THE TROUBEE With ELECTRONIC 
COMMUNICATIONS: WHY CAN’T WE JUST 
TALK? 


As a result of this trend toward meeting sprawl 
and a glut of messages, we spend less time in 
the most important form of communication: one- 
to-one or very-small-group discussions face to 
face. The evidence is clear that e-mail is a less 
effective communication tool than voice or in- 
person conversations. According to a large body 
of research, we as humans tend to 
misunderstand the effect of our e-mails on 
others and struggle to properly ascertain the 
tone of those we receive, a typical difficulty 
being that something intended to be funny may 
come across as Sarcastic. 

Research indicates that e-mail is not only 
more confusing but also less effective than 
conversation. A study of more than four hundred 
people given the task of convincing others to 
take a survey found that in-person requests to 
strangers were up to thirty-four times as likely 
to work as e-mailed ones.”’ This experiment 
clearly is not 100 percent transferrable to the 
workplace, where workers are all dealing with 
bosses and co-workers whom they already know, 
but the effect probably exists there, too. Many of 
us have had the experience of walking around 
from desk to desk to collect money for a gift for 
someone’s birthday or sitting in a room together 
to complete an HR survey after everyone failed 
to complete it on their own. 

Taking this a step further, many technology 
companies are rethinking whether remote work 
is as good as in-person work. In March 2017, 


Michelle Peluso, chief marketing officer of IBM, 
notified her team of 2,600 distributed 
employees that they would need to either 
commute to one of six core office locations or 
relocate.7® IBM had long been a pioneer of 
remote work, so this announcement sent 
shockwaves through both the company and the 
technology and business ecosystem. 

The announcement, though, was bowing to 
reality. Most of the research on virtual teams 
finds them to be less effective when face-to-face 
collaboration is a core part of the job. As a 2016 
article from the Annual Review of Organizational 
Psychology and Organizational Behavior 
concludes, “Virtual teams have higher levels of 
confusion and lower levels of satisfaction than 
their face-to-face counterparts, as well as less 
accuracy recording their decisions. The end 
result of these communication problems is a 
reduction in mutual knowledge among team 
members. A further issue in virtual teams is a 
lack of social and status cues.”7” 

IBM’s Peluso is not alone among big-tech- 
company executives in having come to realize 
that remote work is a poor substitute for 
physical presence. Facebook chairman and CEO 
Mark Zuckerberg offers employees hefty 
subsidies to live within a short drive of a 
Facebook office. Former Apple boss Steve Jobs 
always emphasized the importance that coming 
in to the office held. And Google has long paid 
for an expensive employees’ bus service to make 
it easier for its employees to travel to work. 

Academic research is also finding that face-to- 
face work can result in higher levels of 
creativity. “If you are part of a team or managing 
others, you need to be in work [in the office] 
most days of the week,” says economist Nicholas 
Bloom in an article in the online publication 


Quartz. He should know. Bloom authored one of 
the most influential papers that originally found 
strong benefits in telecommuting. The verdict is 
now clear: the majority of researchers find that 
remote workforces are not as productive or 
creative as in-person teams. After decades of 
favoring remote work, many companies are now 
mandating at least some physical presence in an 
office. °° Technology has failed to conquer 
distance. 

Economists are also struggling to find 
evidence that technology adoption has led to 
higher productivity over the past decade. In 
seminal research on growth and the economy, 
economist Robert Solow showed that increases 
in human living standards come largely from 
improvements in productivity rather than from 
working longer hours. For many years, 
productivity improvements driven by technology 
boosted living standards. But U.S. productivity 
growth slowed sharply after the Internet boom. 
During those boom years, from 1995 to 2004, 
labor productivity rose at an average rate of 
3.25 percent per annum, according to Bureau of 
Labor Statistics data. Between 2004 and 2010 
the rate of annual productivity growth leveled to 
2 percent on average. Since then, from 2010 
through 2016, productivity growth in the U.S. 
economy has plunged to 0.5 percent, a rate of 
growth so low that it could mean real declines 
in living standards. All the other developed 
economies have experienced a similar 
deceleration in productivity growth.>* 

This so-called productivity paradox perplexes 
economists, given the rapid improvements in 
technology accompanied by plunging prices of 
tech goods and services. In the past, such 
innovation would have spurred productivity 
growth. One common explanation is that we are 


not measuring productivity gains effectively 
because our measurement metrics are outdated 
and still geared to a world of agricultural and 
industrial production. A second explanation is 
that, like other massive technological shifts, 
there is an interim period before businesses and 
organizations can absorb the changes and take 
advantage of them to boost productivity (and 
subsequently profits and wages). 

Economist Robert Gordon offers an alternative 
explanation for technology’s failure to continue 
making marked improvements in productivity. 
He hypothesizes that earlier technological 
revolutions—the power grid, the railroad, the 
automobile—were more foundational and that 
our digital revolution is less general purpose 
and more cosmetic.°” Either the common 
explanations—poor measurement, slow 
absorption—or Gordon’s interpretation, 
however, may be consistent with what we 
propose: that technology has become more 
destructive and less helpful to work and 
productivity. The more tech we get, the less 
productive we are. 

Even as technology has had profoundly 
positive effects on collective productivity—think 
Amazon, Uber, and Airbnb—the costs of our 
embrace of it to those using these services have 
been high. We posit that the advantages in 
using these technology-advantaged platforms 
may not outweigh the drag of addictive and 
interruptive technology systems on our 
individual levels of productivity and happiness. 
To say that technology has had no positive effect 
would be inaccurate, but we must consider the 
distinction between collective cost-benefit and 
personal cost- benefit comparisons, which too 
extend into collective effects. Striking the right 
balance between habit change and addiction, 


and between efficiency and obsession, is 
something our society has failed to do. 


THE RISING SPECTER OF 
NECHNOS TRESS 


Studies have increasingly labeled the negative 
effect of technology that we are describing here 
technostress. The by-products of this stress are 
a poor work-life balance, a growing sense of 
insecurity, and a strong fear of missing out. 
According to technostress researcher 
Monideepa Tarafdar, technostress “comes from 
our feeling forced to multitask rapidly over 
streams of information from different devices, 
having to constantly learn how to use ever- 
changing I.T., and the sense of being tied to our 
devices with no real divide between work and 
home.”?2 

Tarafdar cites a host of research that 
underscores the depth of the pathology. Nearly 
three-quarters of six hundred computer-using 
professionals surveyed felt that not being 
constantly connected would put them ata 
professional disadvantage, and this cohort 
reported on average twenty-three minutes per 
day at home responding to e-mails (though 
given our human tendency to under-report, the 
real investment is likely to be significantly 
higher). 

The continual disruption inherent in 
switching from task to task and endlessly 
learning new technology tools results in less 
quality time with colleagues, clients, and 
partner companies. Tarafdar concludes, “The 
very qualities that make I.T. useful— 
dependability, convenience, ease of use and 
quick processing—may also be harming 
productivity and people’s well-being.”** 


Vivek and Alex have seen many friends wake 
up to the stress and damage that technology can 
cause to their productivity and their work. The 
ones who are slaves to technology—working at 
organizations that demand fast response times 
and do a poor job of prioritizing communication 
demands—rapidly burn out and become 
disillusioned with their jobs. 

To conclude this section on work, we propose 
a slight twist on an old adage. Parkinson’s law, 
first appearing in a humorous essay published 
in The Economist in 1955, expresses 
mathematically the notion that work expands so 
as to fill the time available for its completion.” 
Generally, it is used to describe the sprawl of 
bureaucracy in an organization, and the 
phenomenon it describes is never considered a 
positive thing. A corresponding rule of thumb in 
the technology age may be the Law of 
Application Sprawl: the number of applications 
that employees are asked to use at work is 
inversely correlated with their productivity and 
happiness. 


COMPLEXITY BEGETS UNHAPPINESS AT 
WORK 


Much of what has been written about 
technology implies that modern technology 
empowers workers to be more effective and 
more efficient in two ways: by allowing them to 
be more independent and by providing the 
means and capacities they need through 
technological intermediaries. In our experience, 
the opposite is usually true. We used to share 
information in the office through the interoffice 
memo or a conference call; then the channels 
expanded to encompass e-mail, chat, text, and 
other technologies. We used to store information 


on paper in a file in a cabinet. Then we had a 
hard drive and maybe a network drive. Now, 
many workers rely on Google Drive, Dropbox, 
and Box.net as well as individual hard drives 
and a network drive. 

When Alex started work at Mozilla, he found 
that his team was using more than a dozen tools 
for chat, file sharing, and project management, 
including Skype, IRC, Slack, Dropbox, Campfire, 
Google Drive, Google Sheets, Google Sidles, and 
Microsoft Excel. Finding a document or 
understanding where it was located was next to 
impossible without finding the person who had 
the “tribal knowledge.” The difficulties were 
compounded by generic titles on files and a lack 
of version control. 

This was a classic example of chaotic 
application sprawl. Each application required its 
own password and its own account 
management. Each had a different user 
interface. Each had its own conventions for 
searching, for sharing, and for other key 
functions. Some of these conventions may have 
been similar, but rarely were two functions 
located in the same place or expressed in the 
same way. 

Each additional application requires 
employees to remember and deal with more 
such variations. Larger variations cause bigger 
problems still. For example, Google Drive, 
Skype, and Dropbox can all be used for file 
sharing, but they do it in different ways and 
have different size limitations on file transfers. 
So if you want to transfer a file, you have to 
think which one will be the best tool rather than 
just share the file. That’s not to say that any one 
of them is wrong. But an employee having to 
deal with all three must remember three times 
as many combinations of characteristics, and 


that becomes taxing very quickly. Google Sheets 
and Microsoft Excel likewise differ in ways that 
can make sharing files back and forth a chore. 
Equally difficult are the dramatic differences 
between the two in where features are located, 
and in what features are available. Being 
proficient at both is a waste of mental energy 
and time. 

Adding external agencies and partners into 
the mix can exacerbate this problem. 
Sometimes, in order to be more efficient, the 
relationship owner inside the client company 
chooses to use the tools the agency likes rather 
than the company’s usual tools—with the 
perverse effect of forcing company colleagues to 
work with yet another application. 

Information-retrieval problems are magnified 
by application sprawl. If you work at a company 
and need to find the latest version of a 
document or a presentation, even moderate 
application sprawl may triple the time it takes 
for you to search in the different places and 
applications where the document may be stored. 
If you received the information but didn’t bother 
to save it to one of your own storage 
applications, you will also have to search your e- 
mail and potentially your Slack channels. This 
replication generates massive overhead. 
Consulting firm McKinsey & Company and 
others have found that employees spend 19 
percent of their workweek searching for 
information necessary for doing their jobs. 
(Ironically, the McKinsey report argues that 
social tools can reduce the time that employees 
spend in searching—if they are properly 
used.)°° 

Application sprawl has become far more 
pronounced in the past decade because we can 
now deliver applications over the Internet and 


have them running in minutes, making the 
immediate cost of solving a problem with a new 
application (or tool) very low. Most organizations 
(and knowledge workers) fail to consider not 
only the long-term cost, in time and complexity, 
of any single new application but also the time 
and complexity inherent in the constellation of 
tools an organization expects workers to use. 
Though technology robs us of work 
satisfaction partly through the blurring of 
boundaries between work and home, and partly 
through consumerization of work technology 
with intermittent rewards, a considerable 
portion of the blame for our increasing 
frustrations at work belongs to poor system and 
process design. As anyone who has had the 
experience of reformatting an Excel document 
into sheets or trying to find a file among a dozen 
versions on deadline at 11 p.m. on a weeknight 
can tell you, technology system and process 
design has real consequences for our daily lives. 
Yet it’s usually tackled only as an afterthought. 
The shortfalls in design result in chaos. 
Nature abhors a vacuum, so work expands to fill 
time, and so does technology, leading us to 
spend less time on doing meaningful work and 
more on managing technology and trying to 
remember where we stashed our work—not a 
fulfilling way to spend our working hours. We 
hate to manage e-mails. We hate to search for 
files. We spend far more of our day than we’d 
like to as slaves to our applications, 
administering technology, attending meetings 
facilitated by technology, and responding to low- 
priority communications made frictionless by 
technology. And we now find that this wonderful 
technology, rather than make our lives easier, 
has trapped us in a relentless and demoralizing 
techno-prison of our own design at the office. 
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Online Technology and Play 


We spend more and more of our time attached to 
glowing screens. This started with television 
and has accelerated with the Internet, video 
games, and smartphones. In this section, we 
will look at how technology has affected how we 
play and how we spend leisure time—and at 
how this may be detracting from our health. 


SILENT STREETS, SOARING SCREEN 
TIME 


Alex grew up in a quiet middle-class 
neighborhood in Baltimore. The streets were 
lined with tall trees, and the roads were wide 
and safe for children on bicycles and scooters. 
Alex spent much of his childhood outside 
playing with neighborhood friends. Despite the 
proximity only two miles away of an 
exceptionally dangerous neighborhood, Alex’s 
parents did not worry about his playing outside 
on his own or moving about the neighborhood. 
He was allowed to ride his bike to friends’ 
homes and to the swimming pool, and to walk a 
mile to his elementary school unsupervised. And 
most of his friends lived the same way. These 
were very normal childhoods for the time. 
Decades later, Alex lives in a middle-class 
neighborhood in California. The streets are 
lined with trees, and several streams crisscross 
the woods and run alongside the wide roads 
and narrow lanes. The hills that overlook the 


neighborhood are laced with an extensive 
network of bike lanes and fire roads that make 
the neighborhood a magnet for recreational 
cyclists. In fact, prominent magazines have 
many times named the Bay Area town where 
Alex lives one of the best places for outdoor 
living in the country. 

The neighborhood abounds with young 
families. School enrollment has risen more than 
30 percent over the past decade. But in the 
afternoons and on weekends, the streets and 
playgrounds are mostly empty. Children still 
play in the local little league and the local 
soccer club, they go to the swimming pool, and 
they spend time outside. But they seem to spend 
a lot less of their time than children used to 
playing outdoors, and a lot more playing with 
technology. Study after study supports this 
observation. 

Most studies find that kids are playing 
outside about 50 percent less than their parents 
did, despite their parents’ understanding of the 
importance of outdoor unstructured play. Ina 
large study in the United Kingdom, “Almost all 
(96 percent) of the 1,001 parents with children 
aged between four and 14 quizzed for the 
National Trust thought it was important their 
children had a connection with nature and 
thought playing outdoors was important for 
their development. The research found, on 
average, children were playing outside for just 
over four hours a week, compared to 8.2 hours a 
week when the adults questioned were 
children.”? 

A similar survey of 1,200 parents in the 
United States conducted by Gallup (for the toy 
company Melissa & Doug) found that kids 
played outside for ten hours per week but 
played with screens 18.6 hours per week. 


What’s more, the parents of children who spent 
more than three hours per day on screens were 
38 percent more likely to worry about their 
children’s academic performance, 67 percent 
more likely than other parents to worry about 
their children’s stress levels, and 70 percent 
more likely to worry about their children’s 
ability to get along with others.” Other studies 
have identified considerable parental concern 
over how much use their children make of 
screen devices—and vice versa—and in a 2016 
study, 56 percent of parents admitted to 
checking their mobile devices while driving with 
their children in the car. 

In teenagers and tweens (eight-to twelve- 
year-olds), the high amount of screen time 
appears to preclude outdoor activities. A 2015 
media-use census of more than two thousand 
kids by Common Sense Media found that teens 
spend nine hours per day using some form of 
electronic media (including music) and that 
tweens spend six hours per day.* Lots of teens 
and tweens still spend less than two hours a day 
with screens, but the average times are high. It 
is likely that teens and tweens are playing a lot 
less pickup basketball or soccer and a lot more 
Xbox, iPhone, and Hulu. 

A large percentage of young children, teens, 
and tweens have their own smartphones, 
tablets, or televisions in their bedrooms. 
Numerous studies have associated the presence 
of devices or screens in children’s bedrooms 
with an increase in sedentary activity, a 
reduction in hours of sleep, and a decline in 
academic performance. More bedroom screen 
time also tends to mean more exposure to media 
violence.” 

Naturally, some former techies have founded 
a company that charges money to teach children 


how to play outside again. A start-up called 
Tinkergarten uses web-based training and 
curricula to train teachers in how to lead 
outdoor play.® 

The evidence is becoming clear. Technology 
has fundamentally changed how our children 
play and how they relate to the natural world 
around them and to each other. This is not a 
minor shift. For millennia, humans have gone 
outside to relax, walk, talk, and connect with 
one another and nature. Research associates 
outdoor time, in adults and in children, with low 
stress levels, good heart health, exercise and 
activity, and generally positive views of the 
world.” Hospital gardens promote healing, for 
example, and people who walk in forests have 
lower blood pressure and lower levels of the 
stress hormone cortisol in their blood than 
others do.®? We are letting technology cut our 
connection to nature. 

Because these technologies are so new, no 
one has yet been able to study their long-term 
effects on our lives. That said, some scientists 
and researchers hypothesize that increasing 
levels of anxiety and depression may be related 
to spending more time with screens and 
spending less time walking in the woods, riding 
bikes, and pursuing outdoor activities in 
general. 

By changing our play lives, technology may 
also be cutting into our sleep. People who spend 
time outdoors or in direct sunlight tend to fall 
asleep earlier and enjoy higher-quality sleep./° 
In adults, the rise of sedentary screen-mediated 
behaviors is probably a larger factor in the rapid 
rise in obesity than our bad diets are.!! This is 
likely to apply to children as well. 


NO VACATION FROM TECH 


As you'll recall from the introduction, Vivek’s 
lack of e-mail access while on vacation caused 
him considerable stress. For the CEO of a start- 
up, that would be normal; CEOs of U.S. start-ups 
generally don’t take disconnected vacations. The 
rise of the smartphone and ubiquitous 
broadband have made it easier than ever to 
connect to the office to keep up with e-mails, 
chat messages, and other tasks. As more and 
more people use their personal devices—in 
particular, smartphones—for work, the boundary 
between work and time off blurs. According to 
McKinsey & Company, 80 percent of employees 
used their own smartphones for work in 2012 
The percentage in what McKinsey terms high- 
performing companies is even higher.'? 

Of course, this loss of boundaries is in many 
ways a self-inflicted wound. The iPhone ushered 
in the BYOD (bring your own device) 
phenomenon, which most of us have actively 
embraced. BYOD does give us more control over 
our devices and obviates the painfully inefficient 
splitting of our time between two phones. But it 
also exacerbates the pull of intermittent variable 
rewards while on vacation, when we now need 
the mental fortitude to shrug off not only 
personal social media and e-mail but also the 
siren song of FOMO and all the connections of 
work that now live on our smartphones. 

Our bosses are part of the problem. Most 
companies profess that they want their 
employees to disconnect on vacation. Few have a 
formal disconnection policy or tech backstops in 
place to prevent workers from checking e-mails 
and Slack. Not surprisingly, workers rarely feel 
they can disconnect completely. According to a 
survey conducted by Intel of 13,960 workers 
between the ages of twenty-one and fifty-four 
and evenly split between men and women, 55 


percent of respondents reported that they had 
intended to unplug on their vacations but had 
been unable to do so.“ 

Inability to unplug on vacation is harming our 
ability to rest, relax, and connect. In the Intel 
survey and in many others, people who had 
unplugged said that they had enjoyed their 
vacations more and were better able to absorb 
their surroundings. The science of vacations and 
the impact of tech remains lightly researched, 
but some studies have found that too much 
contact with screen technology compromises our 
ability to recall the vacation. In a 2016 joint 
study of 713 adults from six countries, 
vacationers who spent more than two hours per 
day on their smartphones were 26 percent more 
likely to struggle to remember their vacations 
than lighter users of the devices. Working for an 
hour or more a day on vacation translated into a 
43 percent greater chance of inability to 
remember the trip than in those who worked for 
less time. Respondents who had used laptops 
struggled the most to recall their trips.’° 

And what of those video zealots who insist on 
snapping selfies and videos of their entire trips? 
“You’re taking yourself out of the vacation,” says 
Art Markman, a professor at the University of 
Texas and the lead author of a study on the 
topic. “If you’re using your phone that much, 
you're not engaged with your surroundings. 
There is a qualitative difference between seeing 
something pretty and snapping a picture of it 
versus walking around staring ata screen.” /° Of 
course, taking pictures while on vacation 
actually helps us remember not only the moment 
but also its context. But those types of 
interventions, because they are temporary and 
intermittent, do not detract from the overall 
experience and memory. 


LOVE OF NATURE BECOMES LOVE OF 
ELECTRONIC MEDIA 


In 2006, biologist Oliver Pergams published a 
report tracking a clear decline, over three 
decades, in attendance at national parks, anda 
decline in requests for licenses for fishing and 
similar activities.'’ The researchers 
subsequently analyzed the data across sixteen 
long-term trends in nature participation 
beginning in 1987 in the United States and 
Japan. They found that public participation in a 
host of nature-based activities in the national 
parks, including fishing, hunting, and camping, 
had declined by between 18 percent and 25 
percent in just sixteen to eighteen years. 
Pergams says, “All major lines of evidence point 
to a general and fundamental shift away from 
people’s participation in nature-based 
recreation.” 8 

Pergams concludes that this decline, viewed 
as a massive longitudinal dataset, most likely 
signifies a broad societal shift away from 
spending leisure time outside. He attributes it 
at least partly to the rise of multiple forms of 
electronic media. 

According to Outdoor Foundation annual 
surveys of outdoor activities, the percentage of 
Americans participating in outdoor activities has 
trended only slightly downward over all, from 
50 percent in 2007 to 48.8 percent in DOU 
But a host of studies have found that humans 
are growing weaker and less physically fit, 
possibly because of the continuing decline in 
outdoor activity and leisure-time activity. A meta- 
analysis in 2013 of fifty studies covering twenty- 
five million children in twenty-eight countries 
revealed that children then took ninety seconds 
longer to complete a one-mile run than had 


children thirty years earlier.”” The researchers 
chose the mile measure because it is a good 
indicator of aerobic and cardiovascular fitness, 
both of which are closely related to reductions 
in heart attack and stroke rates. The 
researchers found that fitness had declined in 
the younger generations in nearly every country 
studied. 

Not just aerobic fitness but also strength and 
flexibility are in decline. “The least fit ten-year- 
old English child from a class of 30 in 1998 
would be one of the five fittest children in the 
same class tested today,” writes Gavin 
Sandercock, an academic who studies fitness 
and strength in children.?! His studies have 
found that general fitness is declining by nearly 
1 percent per year, and that the rate of decline 
is accelerating.” In an earlier study, Sandercock 
found that the number of sit-ups ten-year-olds 
can do declined by 27.1 percent between 1998 
and 2008. Arm strength fell by 26 percent and 
grip strength by 7 percent in that period. In 
1998, one in twenty children could not hold his 
or her own weight when hanging from wall 
bars. In 2008, one in ten could not do so, and 
another one in ten refused to even try.?° 
Researchers have found similar trends in 
Canadian children. 

Sandercock and many other researchers 
believe that this decline in fitness comes in part 
from children’s spending less time outside 
playing or just moving around. A 2011 YMCA 
study of children and their parents found that 
98 percent of children between the ages of five 
and ten played outside fewer than four days a 
week.” A significant percentage of the decline 
was attributable to the greater convenience to 
parents of giving children playtime with 
technology and screen time than of giving them 


opportunities for outside active play. Not 
surprisingly, research has shown too that busy 
tech-using families report lower satisfaction 
with their leisure time.”° 

These are just a few of the many ways in 
which pervasive technology is affecting us 
through our play. The negative effects appear to 
be accelerating in the younger generations, and 
we cannot really foretell their ultimate effects. It 
seems that many kids will never climb a tree, 
run through a forest, or build a dam in a stream 
with rocks, and that many adults will never be 
able to take a vacation without answering work 
e-mails. For all of us in society, the idea of truly 
having time for play may be obliterated in our 
lifetimes unless we can aggressively roll back 
tech use and guard against the continuing 
incursion of technology into the most protected 
parts of our lives. 
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Online Technology and Life 


Are the many discouraging indicators, such as 
increasing depression and suicide and 
skyrocketing obesity, actually arising from our 
use of screen technologies? Clearly, these 
technologies cannot be the only factor, but in 
this chapter we look at how our omnipresent 
screens may be impairing our sleep and 
undermining other basic pillars of health and 
entailing a cascade of major compromises of our 
physical and mental states. 

As we were writing this book, many of the 
tech industry’s most prominent members, 
troubled by the addictive and destructive 
behaviors that they perceive social media, 
mobile phones, and other technologies to 
intentionally foster, began offering serious 
criticism of the industry. They include former 
senior executives at Facebook, Google, and 
other prominent companies. Among the loudest 
and most insistent was Roger McNamee (whom 
we later asked to write the foreword to this 
book). Roger has been investing in technology 
companies, such as Facebook, for three decades, 
and introduced Sheryl Sandberg, its present 
chief operating officer, to its founder, Mark 
Zuckerberg. From his seat at the table, 
McNamee has one of the longest perspectives 
on how the industry is affecting us and our 
world. In a Guardian interview in October 2017, 
he pointed out the underlying conundrum: “The 


people who run Facebook and Google are good 
people, whose well-intentioned strategies have 
led to horrific unintended consequences. The 
problem is that there is nothing the companies 
can do to address the harm unless they abandon 
their current advertising models.”! 

When those who have profited the most from 
tech and nurtured it from birth to dominance 
come to doubt and fear their creations, it’s 
worth paying very close attention. McNamee 
feels that these are matters of life and death, 
and that unbridled technology use is one of the 
serious threats to humankind. 


WME EESS WELLE SPENT 


When Alex first started using the Internet as a 
young freelance writer, he was intrigued by the 
possibility of reading anything from any 
publication anywhere in the world. He had 
always been a voracious news consumer, 
reading multiple magazines a week and several 
newspapers every day. The Internet made it easy 
for him to find and read interesting news about 
anything and everything. For research and to 
satisfy his curiosity, this was helpful: he often 
found unexpected associations between articles 
he was reading and topics he covered. Those led 
to ideas for articles and new thought paths. And 
he enjoyed the ability to range freely. 

A habit developed. Before bedtime, Alex read 
the news and browsed the web for cool stories 
for a bit and then read a physical book or 
magazine. Reading from paper was calming, 
and after he read, he fell asleep. Over time, the 
Internet media consumption gained ground on 
his dead-tree reading, which fell from two books 
a week to one a week and then to half a book a 
week. Then the evening’s paper-based reading 


diminished to primarily magazines in the 
evening—and then disappeared, replaced by 
what he found on the Internet. 

At the same time, Alex noticed that he was 
feeling tired much of the time. His bedtime was 
often pushed back as, after finishing an article, 
he read another, and then another. His sleep 
patterns became more erratic. He rarely got a 
full eight hours of sleep, and he began to 
regard anything more than six hours as a good 
night’s sleep. He was convinced that this was a 
normal part of dealing with a busy writing 
career and that he couldn’t turn down 
opportunities. 

Alex was living in Hawaii then, and loved to 
go surfing in the mornings. As he stayed up 
later and later each night to read articles— 
ostensibly to stay on top of the news and learn 
more about the world—he found that his 
morning surfing sessions were falling away. 
Sleep and surfing were two of his greatest joys 
in life. Yet he chose reading on the Internet over 
those joys, justifying this change as “work.” He 
was always working (i.e., reading) on the 
Internet. 

In those days, little research had been done 
into how technology consumption might alter 
sleep patterns. The temptations then were 
fewer—there was no binge-watching on Netflix, 
no Facebook, no Twitter—yet the endless run of 
text was enough to ensnare Alex. This behavior 
would come to affect Alex’s family life and his 
marriage. He often stayed up too late “working” 
on the computer (and sometimes still does). 
That meant missing early mornings with his 
children or conversations with his wife. The 
technology fog enveloped him. He often felt sad 
and alone, and didn’t understand why. From the 
outside, his life was extraordinary. He lived in 


Hawaii. He wrote on fascinating topics. He 
traveled the world. (And yes, he was grateful for 
his good fortune.) But deep down Alex knew 
that something was not right. 

Beyond the sleep loss, Alex thought often, 
and still does today, about the sacrifice of 
precious joys for the dubious benefit of 
technology consumption. His sense of loneliness 
and disconnection was probably linked to a life 
glued to the screen.” But the long-term results 
of sleep deprivation are fairly stark and include 
a higher risk of obesity, mood disorders, 
diabetes, cardiac problems, and accelerated 
mortality.° 

Alex is hardly alone in his concerns. As we 
detailed above, leading figures in technology 
have admitted that they zealously police how 
their children interact with technology, 
revealing some strong measures they take to 
minimize their tech addictions. For example, 
Justin Rosenstein, the Facebook engineer who 
envisioned and then created the first Like 
button, since exiling himself from Snap and 
Reddit has relied on his executive assistant’s 
use of a parental-control feature to keep him 
from installing more apps on his iPhone.* 

Numerous powerful executives from Apple 
and Google send their young children to Waldorf 
schools, which ban computers and video games 
until children are in the seventh or eighth 
grade.” Steve Jobs himself severely limited and 
policed his children’s consumption of screen 
time.° (In fact, Alex’s children attended a 
Waldorf school, and several of their peers’ 
parents worked as high-level executives at high- 
tech firms, including Google.) If the savviest 
technology leaders in the world are wary of 
technology, shouldn’t the rest of society exercise 
more caution and proceed more slowly? If Roger 


McNamee and the creator of the Facebook Like 
button are worried, shouldn’t everyone be 
worried? 


HOW TEGHNOCLOGY ERODES THE CORE 
PILLARS OF HAPPINESS: SLEEP AND 
HEALTH 


In previous chapters we discussed specifically 
how technology affects how we love and how we 
work. These are two of the biggest parts of our 
lives and two of the largest contributors to our 
emotional well-being (or lack thereof). And the 
relationships with technology are fairly direct. 
For example, too much e-mail and texting during 
meetings makes the meetings less effective and 
leaves workers frustrated, and swipe-based 
online-dating apps can lead to the 
commoditization of people and to lower self- 
esteem among heavy users. 

We are perhaps even more troubled by the 
second-and third-order effects of today’s 
technology on our well-being at a deeper level. 
These are of three types. Risk factors for 
mortality such as depression, obesity, and 
diabetes are all strongly associated with sleep 
deprivation.’ Loneliness and lack of close 
connections with other people, also risk factors 
for mortality and indicators of something deeply 
amiss in our social lives, arise from behavior 
that shuts others out.® And changes in brain 
structure arising from the ways we interact with 
our screens are signaling lower cognitive 
abilities. 

It is one thing to be annoyed and unhappy at 
work, or to feel unsatisfied in our love lives. It is 
entirely another thing to say, as we are saying, 
that technology is undermining our 
psychological and physiological bedrock. 


TECH’S ASSAULT ON SLEEP 


Ever since humans have been able to sit up and 
read at night by candlelight or gas lamp, the 
night has beckoned. A quiet time to read was 
heavenly and enveloping. Then came electricity, 
and it became easier to light the entire house, 
the town, and the entire city. Night blended into 
day. Then came television, and we learned how 
easy it was to sit and stare at a screen rather 
than read or listen to the radio. Eventually, the 
Internet linked to television (and later to 
smartphones) and became our go-to evening 
entertainment and a staple in our bedrooms. 
From e-mail to social media to Netflix, endless 
entertainment—a moveable mobile feast—flowed 
into our lives. 

We were strongly drawn to the flickering light 
of the screen. A 2011 poll by the National Sleep 
Foundation, “Communications in the Bedroom,” 
found that 95 percent of respondents watched 
or looked at some sort of screen within an hour 
of going to sleep.” A 2016 study of 2,750 
teenagers in the United Kingdom found that 45 
percent admitted to checking their smartphones 
while they should have been sleeping and 42 
percent slept with their phones next to their 
beds./° According to research by venture capital 
company Accel and data technology company 
Qualtrics, 53 percent of millennials check e-mail 
if they wake up in the middle of the night.1* 

Scientists have long known that jobs exposing 
humans to bright light in the middle of the 
night—such as graveyard-shift jobs—cause 
higher rates of heart attacks and other 
sicknesses, as well as lower life expectancies. 
The reason, they believe, is that light stimulates 
our circadian rhythms; the internal biological 
clock that tells us when to sleep and when to 
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wake. Blue light emitted by electronic screens 
tends to quash the production of melatonin, a 
key hormone necessary not only for sleep but 
also for proper function of the organs. Some 
sleep researchers and doctors now believe that 
reduced sleep may also cause obesity and other 
diseases of modernity due to lowering the 
metabolic rate during resting times./° 

What are new are the addictive behaviors in 
screen consumption and the portability of 
screens. Prior to the smartphone era, we never 
turned on the television in the middle of the 
night when we went to the bathroom, and we 
didn’t sleep with our television sets lying next to 
us in the bed. And though we may have watched 
television for hours on end, binge-watching is 
far more common today, encouraged by features 
designed into Netflix and other video services. 
Yes, we got up in the middle of night 
occasionally to watch television, but it was far 
less convenient and also far less addictive. Late- 
night TV was pretty bad, even after the cable 
television channel explosion. Its ability to grab 
attention pales by comparison with that of 
smartphones, which carry not only video 
services but also social networks, e-mails, text 
messaging, and the web in a small package that 
sits conveniently on our nightstand. 

Evidence is mounting that binge-watching 
does indeed cause insomnia and shorten our 
sleep. In a recent study published in the Journal 
of Clinical Sleep Medicine, 423 adults were 
surveyed on their screen habits, and 81 percent 
of them identified themselves as binge 
watchers. The study found that higher binge- 
watching frequency was associated with poorer 
sleep quality, greater fatigue, and insomnia.“ 
Because respondents did not find that normal 
television viewing affects sleep similarly, the 


authors speculate that the hyper-engaged state 
occurring during binge-watching is what harms 
sleep. 

Even less-intense exposure to bright screens 
can reduce sleep. A study by Harvard University 
researchers found that using an iPad to read at 
night before going to sleep resulted ina 55 
percent fall in melatonin production.?° The iPad 
cohort took an average of ten minutes longer 
than others to fall asleep, and when they did fall 
asleep, they spent less time in critical REM 
sleep, which scientists believe to be crucial to 
restoration. In the morning, those who had 
viewed the iPads before sleeping felt sleepier 
and took much longer to begin to feel 
completely awake and alert. And on that 
evening, the iPad users began to feel tired a full 
ninety minutes later than normal. Their 
circadian rhythms had been scrambled by only a 
few days of presleep exposure to the devices. 

Such circadian disruption may be the constant 
state of most people today. We do seem to be 
sleeping less and less over time. According to a 
2014 Centers for Disease Control study of 
hundreds of thousands of people, roughly one in 
three adult respondents gets less than the 
recommended seven hours of sleep per night, 
and one in ten gets less than five hours 
nightly.’® These studies are notoriously difficult 
to vet for accuracy, because self-reporting is 
always fraught. Nonetheless, a recent study 
took this question a step further by measuring 
actual smartphone screen time against sleep- 
behavior surveys. The findings were clear. More 
time spent on a smartphone screen correlated 
with poorer sleep quality and shorter sleep 
duration. This effect was more pronounced 


ily, 
when smartphone use was close to bedtime. 


As discussed, sleep deprivation has been 
clearly associated with a host of health 
problems, such as depression and most of the 
diseases of modernity (metabolic disorders, 
heart problems, and obesity). As the evidence 
linking both less sleep and poor-quality sleep 
with more screen time continues to build, more 
scientists are concluding that our devil’s 
bargain with technology is making us sick and 
reducing our quality of life—and probably 
making us more depressed. 


TECHNOLOGY MAKES US LONELIER AND 
SADDER 


Alex met Steven when they were both living in 
New York City. They briefly lived in the same 
neighborhood and shared friends in the media 
business. 

In college, Steven had been active in campus 
politics and intramural sports. He’d hung out at 
the local coffee shop where students combined 
studying for classes with heated political 
debates. His life was almost a stereotype of 
what we expect people to do as university 
students, and he enjoyed the intellectual 
stimulation. 

After graduation, Steven moved to New York 
City and worked as a Wall Street analyst for a 
number of years before taking an upper- 
management role at a company that sold 
packaged healthy food products. His job 
matched his ambitions and his aspirations. He 
liked the idea of helping people be healthy. He 
was proud of his accomplishments and worked 
hard. 

The long hours at work took a toll. Rather 
than going out with friends, Steven defaulted to 
staying home and watching Netflix or Hulu. He 


stayed connected with his friends from school 
and home through social media and text 
messages. He often felt empty and wished he 
could return to college and the coffee shop. He 
could go to coffee shops in his city and enjoy a 
higher-quality, single-estate coffee served by a 
hipster barista, but all the technology couldn’t 
replace the company of friends. 

Even when he was with others, Steven often 
felt that for him attending to a gadget was more 
important than the present moment. People 
always checked smartphones in the middle of 
dinner or at bars during games of pool or darts, 
and everyone wearing an Apple Watch was ina 
constant state of interruption. Steven got the 
urge to run away whenever he saw a Fitbit on 
someone’s wrist, because he knew the person 
would check it constantly during any 
conversation. Through it all, Steven wondered 
whether it was just he who felt that way or 
whether his friends—who looked so happy and 
adventurous on Facebook and who sounded 
smartly snarky with witty repartee on Twitter— 
did too. 

Steven’s concerns echo those voiced by many 
people Vivek and Alex know—people single and 
married, young and old, from all over the world. 
They love their technology. They wouldn’t live 
without it. But the always-on lifestyle makes 
them lonelier and, ironically, less connected to 
those around them. 


AN EPIDEMIC OF LONELINESS 


In 2000, when the World Wide Web was still 
quite young, political scientist Robert Putnam, 
in his best-selling social critique Bowling Alone, 
wrote that technology was partly at fault for the 
growing disconnection of most Americans from 


friends, family, and society. /® This was prior to 
the mass adoption of smartphones, Netflix, 
Amazon Prime, Instacart, Blue Apron, and all 
the other services by which technology has 
encouraged us to fulfill our needs, social and 
commercial, via a screen rather than by 
venturing out into the world. 

In their book Loneliness: Human Nature and 
the Need for Social Connection, John Cacioppo 
and William Patrick report that loneliness has 
increased markedly in the past fifty years./” 
Cross-sectional studies show that between 11 
percent and 20 percent of Americans felt lonely 
in the 1970s and 1980s, depending on the 
study; those percentages increased to 40 
percent to 45 percent by 2010, again depending 
on the study.7° (Longitudinal studies gave lower 
percentages, for reasons that are not yet clear.) 

Recent surveys in the United Kingdom also 
found that more than half the population feels 
lonely.?" And people are most likely to be lonely 
in London, where they live in close proximity to 
many others and where technology adoption and 
consumption are extremely high. In the United 
States, a 2010 survey by the American 
Association of Retired Persons showed that 
more than 35 percent of Americans over the age 
of forty-five feel lonely some or all of the time. 
That survey also found that heavier users of 
technology were more likely to feel lonely than 
lighter users.77 

The problem is so acute that many leading 
authorities in public health are calling it “the 
loneliness epidemic.” Many of those experts 
blame the epidemic, as Putnam did, on 
technology and social media. Virtual connections 
are not a replacement for the real friendships 
that come from face-to-face meetings and the 


real social interactions we have while out in the 
world and off our devices. 

These findings do not discount the use of 
online communications in ways that reduce 
loneliness or build connectedness. When Vivek 
is travelling in Asia or when Alex is on business 
in Germany or England, FaceTime or Skype 
sessions with their families help them to stay 
connected and close to their loved ones. When 
the online supplants the real world, though— 
when the SMS or e-mail becomes the default 
contact method, when we rarely or almost never 
spend time outside the tech bubble with people 
we care about or meet interesting people we 
would like to know—then it becomes cause for 
WOITY. 

Chronic loneliness is harmful to your health, 
shortening life just as obesity and smoking do. 
People who are lonely or socially isolated or who 
live by themselves are more than 25 percent 
more likely than others to die within the next 
few years.7° 

How large a role does technology play in this 
epidemic? A host of other causes probably have 
some influence, including an increase in the 
number of people living alone and of people 
living far away from parents, relatives, and the 
communities in which they grew up. But many 
surveys show that respondents have strongly 
implicated the adoption of technology as one of 
the major catalysts of feelings of loneliness and 
disconnection. 

As discussed, John Cacioppo agrees. So does 
former surgeon general Vivek Murthy, who has 
become a leading voice advocating steps to 
mitigate tech-induced loneliness at work and at 
home. Murthy said on CBS News in 2017, 
“Technology can help or hurt; it’s simply a tool; 
but for too many people technology has led to 


substituting online connections for offline in- 
person connections, and ultimately I think that 
has been harmful.””* And MIT professor and 
author Sherry Turkle argues in her books 
Reclaiming Conversation and Alone Together 
that technology has alienated us from each 
other by replacing traditional conversation and 
face-to-face interactions.7° 

Social-science research offers mixed findings, 
with some research showing that 
communications technology use can be 
beneficial.*° For example, Facebook use for 
some is associated with a greater sense of 
connectedness when it is used primarily for 
conversation and to lend support to others 
rather than for envious comparisons. In one 
study of students in Texas, researchers found a 
positive correlation between intensity of 
Facebook use and the subjects’ life satisfaction 
and civic engagement.” In another study, 
researchers found that by asking subjects to 
increase posting volume on Facebook, the 
experimentally induced increase in status 
updating activity reduced loneliness.7° 

That said, the preponderance of studies that 
look at the pure volume of consumption indicate 
that isolation and loneliness arise from higher 
social-media usage. Researchers texted eighty- 
two subjects five times a day to ask them how 
Facebook influenced two critical components of 
subjective well-being: how they were feeling at 
that moment, and how satisfied they were with 
their lives. This type of study, called “experience 
sampling,” is a reliable method of measuring 
real-world behavior and psychological 
sensations. The researchers found that the more 
a respondent used Facebook over a two-week 
stretch, the worse he or she felt at the 
researchers’ next contact. The researchers’ 


conclusion: “On the surface, Facebook provides 
an invaluable resource for fulfilling the basic 
human need for social connection. Rather than 
enhancing well-being, however, these findings 
suggest that Facebook may undermine ites 

A much larger study, published in 2016, 
examined patterns of social-media consumption 
among 17,878 people between the ages of 
nineteen and thirty-two, using a twenty-minute 
online questionnaire. Respondents were split 
equally by gender, and 58 percent were 
Caucasian. More than one-third earned at least 
$75,000 per year. The survey respondents well 
represented fairly young adults across 
boundaries of economics, gender, and race.°” 

The questions focused on how isolated and 
depressed respondents felt and how frequently 
they used major social-media platforms such as 
Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Snapchat, 
Instagram, and Reddit. The quartile of 
respondents who checked social media the most 
frequently (more than fifty times per week) were 
nearly three times as likely to feel socially 
isolated as were the quartile of respondents 
who checked social media the least frequently 
(only nine times per week). In other words, the 
study found a strong association between 
frequency of social media use and feelings of 
isolation, which strongly correlate with feelings 
of depression and loneliness.?* 

For Vivek and Alex, this study was eye- 
opening. Most people they know in media or 
who are very active in their circles check social 
media at least a dozen times a day, so nine times 
a week across the various platforms seems 
incredibly light. 

What about the use of smartphones? People 
love their smartphones, but inability to 
disengage from them diminishes many other 


aspects of life.°* Researchers at the University 
of Essex found that the mere presence of a 
smartphone can harm the intimacy and quality 
of conversations.°° In another study of young 
adults, researchers found that perception of a 
romantic partner’s higher smartphone 
dependency correlated with lower satisfaction 
with the relationship.*“ Another study found 
that being distracted by a cell phone in the 
presence of a romantic partner can cause 
conflict and lead to lower satisfaction with the 
relationship.?” 

In a highly controversial and widely read 
article in The Atlantic, “Have smartphones 
destroyed a generation?” sociologist Jean 
Twenge argues that skyrocketing teenage 
loneliness and depression since 2011 follows 
from overexposure to screen communication and 
underexposure to personal interaction and 
books.°° Critics claim that Twenge cherry-picked 
statistics to form her argument and that teens 
did not show significant increases in 
depression. Author and technology journalist 
Alexandra Samuel comments that “if we’ve let 
smartphones run roughshod over our lives, it’s 
not just because they offer respite from our 
annoying kids, but because they offer respite 
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from our annoying selves. = 


YOUR FAMILY ON TECHNOLOGY: MORE 
TIME TOGETHER, MORE TECHNOLOGY, 
EESS CONNECTION 


We have all seen it on the playground: a child 
calling out for the attention of a parent e- 
mailing or texting or posting on a social 
network. “Hang on a second, honey!” the parent 
calls back. In fact, at times in their lives, Alex 
and Vivek have both been that parent toa 


degree. Now, through the lens of this book and 
their research, they see parental distraction as a 
recurrent theme all around them. 

Parents are spending significantly more time 
with their children than they did three decades 
ago, families are spending more time together, 
and spouses are also spending more time with 
each other. So we should be closer than ever, 
right? Yet we see evidence that loneliness is 
increasing across all age groups. What can 
explain this? 

Increasingly, time spent together is also spent 
engaged with technology. In our society, we 
spend more time with our families, but for the 
majority of that time we are also spending time 
with our devices. The exception may be time 
spent with children: a few studies show that 
quality time actually does trump quantity time 
when it comes to parents’ spending time with 
their children.*® 

We know from research on group dynamics 
that the mere presence of a cell phone has 
negative effects on closeness, connection, and 
conversation quality.°° As writer Alexandra 
Samuel points out in her criticism of Twenge’s 
article, social-media use among adults 
skyrocketed from 2007 to 2010- According to 
the Pew Research Center, the percentage of 
Americans between the ages of thirty and forty- 
nine who use social media rose from 6 percent 
in 2006 to 86 percent in 2016.7! 

Samuel argues that it’s not the kids who are 
the problem. Rather, distracted parents are 
doing even more damage through their inability 
to disconnect from their own tech. Samuel 
points to previous research, from the 1980s, 
that shows that distracted parenting causes 
significant stress for young children. (In that 
research, parents conducted another 


simultaneous activity while caring for their 
children.) More recent research by Brandon 
McDaniel and Jenny Radesky found that 
technological interruptions caused by parents 
using smartphones are strongly associated with 
eruption of problem behaviors among young 
children.” 

The Internet, along with the technology 
connected with it, monopolizes attention 
powerfully enough to erode family closeness, 
diminishing the family experience on measures 
that are basic and intuitive. According to a 2008 
Pew Internet report, busy tech-using families 
are less likely to share meals.*° In another 
study, researchers tracked seventy-three 
families for two years to examine the effects of 
Internet use on social involvement and 
psychological well-being. The families all used 
the Internet extensively, and greater use 
corresponded with less conversation with each 
other, a smaller social circle of friends around 
the family, and more depression and 
loneliness.“* As we have stated before, this is all 
very new territory. And, certainly, technology can 
bring parents and children—and families— 
closer together in other ways. But without 
conscious monitoring and understanding of the 
interactions, technology has the potential to 
disrupt and harm family interactions. 


HOW TECHNOLOGY CHANGES OUR 
BRAINS 


Because evidence suggests that even into old 
age our brains are more plastic than we had 
ever imagined they were, the effects of 
technology use on the physical structure and 
functional systems of our brains are worth 
examining. Already, clear evidence shows that 


screen technologies change our fundamental 
brain structure. London black-cab drivers must 
pass a daunting test of geospatial acuity called 
“the Knowledge” before they can receive their 
licenses. Researchers performed functional 
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) on cabbie 
trainees prior to their intense studies to acquire 
the Knowledge and again after they passed the 
Knowledge test successfully. In the second MRI, 
the cabbies who had passed showed an increase 
in the size of the posterior hippocampus, a part 
of the brain associated with spatial memory. 

Subsequent experiments have shown 
worrying effects of using GPS devices or turn- 
by-turn software in lieu of navigating by reading 
maps or using landmarks. Researchers at McGill 
University in Canada used fMRIs to compare the 
brain activity of older people who used GPS 
devices and those who used landmarks to find 
their way.*” The researchers noted significantly 
lower brain activity in the hippocampi of GPS 
users. They speculated that low brain activity 
could lead to atrophy of the hippocampus, which 
might lead to cognitive disorders later in life. 
Alzheimer’s disease is associated with 
impairments to the hippocampus, causing its 
sufferers difficulty with spatial orientation and 
remembering where they are. Researchers also 
found a greater volume of gray matter in those 
who used spatial navigation, and this group 
scored higher on standardized cognition tests. 
This research suggests that using maps and 
building cognitive maps is better for the brain 
over the long term than relying predominantly 
on GPS. 

There are probably other ways in which using 
tech in lieu of our memory compromises our 
brain function and potentially our ability to do 
big-picture thinking. For instance, Nicholas Carr 


makes the argument that Google search 
activities have reduced our ability to read deeply 
and replaced it with a proclivity to skim.*° He 
cites a study by researchers from University 
College London that found that visitors to two 
popular research sites rarely read more than 
one or two pages and bounce quickly from one 
hyperlink to the next.*’ Carr made the 
controversial argument that Google is actually 
making us stupid, which we don’t believe is 
WOU. 

In fact, there is plenty of counter-evidence 
suggesting that Google and heavy Internet 
usage does have beneficial effects such as 
enhanced brain function.*® And humans have 
long sought to use technology to aid memory, 
from lists to abacuses for calculation. But we 
have never before experienced technology that 
has supplanted reliance on our memory in so 
many capacities. I don’t mean only phone 
numbers, bank account numbers, and historical 
snippets; alarmingly, we now refer to YouTube 
to remind ourselves of skills that previously we 
fluently recalled: how to clean the lens of a 
camera, how to dice vegetables, and the like. 
And wayfinding and following directions to 
places fall into this category. Research also 
implies that we are developing a strong 
dependence on search engines as the default 
means of finding information.*” 

It appears that our growing reliance on 
digital information retrieval is self-reinforcing, 
making us less and less likely to attempt to 
recall simple facts rather than Google them. In a 
study of university students, half of the students 
were instructed to answer a set of somewhat 
difficult questions on their own; the other half 
were instructed to use the Internet. The 
researchers then gave the students a set of easy 


questions. Both groups were instructed to use 
the Internet if they wanted to. Those who had 
initially found answers on the Internet were 
more likely to rely on it in answering the easy 
questions—to which they probably knew the 
answer. The researchers concluded that this 
may be an early sign of changes in how we use 
our memory.°” 

This study dovetails with other research that 
used brain imaging of habitual Internet users to 
show that they generate significantly more 
activity in short-term memory than less-frequent 
Internet users in performing online tasks.°! In 
other words, our brains more easily learn to 
disregard and discard information we find on 
line than information we find off line in printed 
matter. This has serious implications, because 
long-term memories are necessary to critical 
thinking and other deep thinking capabilities. 

Additionally, this growing dependence has 
implications for the quality of the information 
we receive, because search engines’ algorithms 
are not designed to optimize for knowledge but 
instead are highly commercial vehicles with 
algorithmic intermediaries whose biases and 
rules are opaque to us. In short, their primary 
purpose is to sell our attention to people who 
want to sell us stuff, rather than to provide us 
with the information we seek, which is 
secondary. 

As well, when we can use search engines to 
access information, we humans tend to believe 
that we know more than in fact we do know.>2 
This false confidence has some troubling 
implications, because narrow information 
without a connection to a broader 
understanding of facts and context derived from 
a good store of relevant memories results in 
shallower understanding. This, in turn, could 


make us more likely to fall prey to psychological 
biases, such as the confirmation bias (the 
tendency to process information by looking for, 
or interpreting, information consistent with 
one’s existing beliefs) or recency bias. In others, 
when we allow search engines to thin our pool 
of stored facts, then our ability to process and 
validate information from searches as part of a 
broader understanding may be diminished and 
impaired. The limiting aspects of social media, 
search engines, and smartphones readily 
explain how our thinking and the information 
we receive can so easily take on the status of 
truth. As Eli Parisier outlines in his book, the 
algorithms and digital intermediaries shape 
what we find, what we find shapes what we 
think we know, and what we think we know 
shapes what we think is the truth.°° 

To be fair, other types of technology and other 
activities also change our brain structure. 
Learning foreign languages and studying music 
both result in structural changes. Certainly the 
advent of reading from print, and later 
television, caused some physical changes to our 
brain structure. Smartphones, though, are new 
in their ubiquity and in substituting for so much 
mental activity in our lives. Though that opens 
up new opportunities to help us—for example, 
we can quickly learn about health problems—it 
may also enable our technology exposure to 
swamp or eradicate beneficial activities, 
fostering unhealthy reliance and a rewiring of 
our brains to favor the behavior that search 
engines, social networks, and video games favor. 

Ultimately, it’s difficult to say whether 
technology’s influence on our brain structures is 
affecting our well-being. But we do appear to be 
undergoing long-term rewirings of our brains in 


ways we don’t understand and have not 
examined. 


A LESSER VERSION OF OUR SELVES 


We've talked here about how misuse of 
technology can make us unhealthy, ruin our love 
lives, and come between us and our families. 
The very, very deepest root of all these ills may 
well be that technology as we use it today 
makes us worse people: more narcissistic, less 
empathetic, less friendly, less caring. Facebook, 
for instance, is supposed to be about connection 
and sharing. But Facebook and other social 
media are equally important for self- 
presentation, another key human trait. Never 
before have we had such a perfect platform for 
self-presentation: infinitely scalable, immediate, 
and free.°“ And how do we choose to use it? To 
build Potemkin villages that often mask rather 
than communicate. 


DRIVING, TEXTING, DYING 


Thousands of people die every year because 
drivers are texting or using a smartphone while 
driving. 

Director and author Werner Herzog created a 
half-hour documentary in 2013 for AT&T that 
portrayed the devastation of families whose 
loved ones have been killed by distracted 
drivers. This film, along with others in a series 
on YouTube, has been viewed tens of millions of 
times and garnered dozens of news articles. 
Meanwhile, deaths from distracted driving 
increased sharply from 2010 to 201 5.°° The 
poignant films, as well as aggressive “Don’t text 
and drive” campaigns on many state highways, 
have inexplicably failed to reduce the incidence 
of this dangerous act. 


How is it possible that people can continue to 
make this choice even in the face of 
overwhelming evidence of the dangers and 
constant reminders of the consequences? In the 
largest distracted-driving study ever undertaken 
—one that relied on actual cell phone 
measurements rather than surveys—safe-driving 
app company Zendrive found in 2017 that 
drivers used their smartphones in some capacity 
on 88 percent of driving journeys.?° 

Dying for technology—or killing someone else 
through our technology addiction—is the 
ultimate intrusion of tech into our lives. All 
those who text and drive have the executive 
ability to stop texting, and even to take an 
action such as placing their phones in their 
vehicles’ glove compartments or on rear seats— 
and they know that they should not text while 
driving. 

This problem underscores the ultimate power 
and peril of the technology we invite into our 
lives. Distracted driving used to mean talking on 
the mobile phone while driving. Of course, this 
is a very dangerous activity. But the rise of 
texting came after we had already adopted 
mobile phones. The younger generations no 
longer spend much time talking on the phone. 
Texting, by SMS or Snapchat or other means, 
occupies far more of their time. And texting, 
which requires both fine manual dexterity and 
close attention to a small screen, is twenty-three 
times as dangerous as talking on a phone while 
driving, according to a study by the Virginia 
Tech Transportation Institute.°’ The Zendrive 
study showed that a driver distracted by texting 
for just two seconds—during which interval a 
car moving at thirty miles per hour travels 
twenty-nine yards without driver supervision— 


increases the likelihood of crashing by 2,000 
percent. 

We couldn’t have easily predicted how 
commonly drivers would risk their lives in this 
way, just as we couldn’t have easily predicted 
that young children would soon start gaining 
access to screens and electronic media in their 
bedrooms for hours each day and well into the 
night. Most of the destructive behaviors and 
consequences of our technology choices sneak 
up on us. Adoption and participation rates 
suggest that we as a society continue to hold an 
overwhelmingly positive view of how technology 
will affect our lives, even in the face of evidence 
to the contrary as plain and clear as a blood- 
stained stretch of highway and the twisted 
wreckage of a car. 

The technology companies are complicit in 
this sad state of affairs. There are obvious ways 
to stop people from using smartphones while 
driving. For example, the car companies could 
simply block mobile-phone texting or voice 
usage while a car is moving if there is only one 
occupant in the car, or allow mobile-phone 
operation from the passenger seats only. But 
fixing problems when your customers don’t want 
the fixes takes a real commitment. In fact, 
vehicle manufacturers are actually moving in the 
opposite direction, seeking to install Wi-Fi in 
vehicles. True, technology companies have made 
modest efforts to restrict smartphone use while 
driving. Apple added a Do Not Disturb While 
Driving mode to iOS 11, for example, in the 
autumn of 2017. But technology companies have 
for the most part not taken this problem 
seriously enough to bring about a reduction in 
distracted driving. 
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How Can We Make Technology 
Healthier for Humans? 


THE BLIND MEN AND THE ELEPHANT 


In a well-known parable, a group of blind men 
encounters an elephant. Each man touches a 
different part of the elephant and receives very 
different tactile feedback. Their later 
descriptions of the elephant to each other 
disagree, though each individual’s description is 
accurate and captures one portion of the 
elephant: a tusk, a leg, an ear. Humans often 
have only partial information and struggle to 
understand the feelings and observations of 
others about the same problem or situation, 
even though those feelings and observations 
may be absolutely accurate and valid in that 
person’s context. 

Though more multifaceted than our 
perceptions of an elephant, our relationships 
with technology are similar: Each of us 
experiences it differently. Each of us relates to 
technology in a unique, highly personal way. We 
lose or cede control, stability, and fulfillment in 
a million different ways. As Leo Tolstoy wrote in 
the novel Anna Karenina, “All happy families are 
alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own 
way.” 

In the same vein, the road back from 
unhappiness, the path to taking control over 
technology, and, by extension, the path to 


regaining freedom of choice takes a multitude of 
steps that are different for each of us. The steps 
nonetheless carry some common characteristics 
that we can all use as a basis for rediscovering 
and reentering real life. 


BEYOND BINARY: RETHINKING AND 
REDESIGNING OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH 
PECHNCLOGY 


The refrain we commonly hear is that we need 
to unplug and disconnect. Conceptually, this 
recommendation may feel good as a way to take 
back total control and to put technology back in 
its place as a subservient, optional tool. But 
using technology is no longer a matter of choice. 

In San Francisco, if you want to drive across 
the Golden Gate Bridge, you can no longer use 
cash to pay the toll. A camera can read your 
license plate and can send you a bill. But the 
vast majority of residents pay for the crossing 
using radio transponders mounted on their 
dashboards, through a system called FasTrak. 
Interacting with FasTrak in order to set up and 
manage your accounts is an online experience. 
If you choose not to set up a FasTrak account, 
you have to pay on a per-use basis by check or 
credit card over the phone. It’s a significant 
inconvenience, and you pay a higher toll. 

FasTrak and automated tolls are the way of 
the future; we can expect that eventually all 
such transactions will be handled by connected 
technology. The infrastructure to manage the 
inner workings of our administrative lives will 
be digital. 

Even in the personal sphere, our friends 
share pictures digitally. No longer are printed 
photographs of the soccer team or birthday 
party mailed to us. Restaurants that use the 


OpenTable online reservation system often will 
not take phone calls for reservations; if you 
want a table, you must reserve it via the 
Internet. Service after service, business after 
business, function after function is moving or 
has moved into the realm of technology in a way 
that necessitates our participation and 
connectivity. Yes, we can opt out of those 
services and businesses, but if we do, we lose 
out. 

An unhealthy relationship with technology is 
not usually equivalent to alcoholism or drug 
addiction. With substance abuse, the solution is 
nearly always abstention and radical changes to 
life and environment. Drug addicts, for example, 
are encouraged to move to a different 
neighborhood in order to avoid old friends from 
their using days and in order to remove any 
perceived triggers from their lives. People who 
believe they have strong online gaming or 
pornography addictions may be able to similarly 
move to a new city and avoid the online places 
that used to ensnare them, but unfortunately 
such a strategy won’t work for technology. We 
cannot simply stop using technology if we plan 
to hold good jobs and navigate the world around 
us. The requirement for us to interface with 
technology is not decreasing but increasing. 

Delta Airlines has just announced, for 
example, that it will be eliminating its human- 
attended check-in counters. This means that the 
only way to get a ticket for a Delta flight will be 
through a screen of one kind or another. We 
cannot tell our children that they are not 
allowed to use mobile phones and tablets if that 
is how schools administer tests. And we would 
be hard pressed to stop texting if it is the only 
or primary means by which our friends and 
parents contact us. 


In the business world, we cannot avoid 
technology unless we start our own business 
and run it in some remote town or village. And 
even that is not realistic. If you were to apply for 
a white-collar job of any kind and inform the 
hiring manager that you refuse to use e-mail, 
you’d get a swift rejection. Likewise, if you 
refuse to use a smartphone or a mobile phone, 
you will rule out a wide range of executive roles 
and other positions for which emergency 
availability after hours is crucial. And refusing 
to use videoconferencing on the basis that it 
makes it too easy to schedule stupid meetings 
may get you fired. 

Real-life practicalities also suggest the value 
of applying discernment to technology use. The 
same technology that we may consider 
unproductive and harmful in one situation may 
become necessary in another. The cell phone 
that teenagers cannot put down is a lifeline 
when they need a ride home from a party 
because their driver has consumed too much 
alcohol or taken drugs or simply left without 
them. 

Even the most basic services, such as health 
care and checking in for a flight, are in line for 
mandatory digitalization. When Alex needed an 
X-ray recently, the hospital told him that he had 
to check in through an online kiosk, an 
increasingly common requirement. This 
digitization ranges from the mundane to the 
mildly entertaining. We have spoons that 
connect to our smartphones to tell us whether 
our portion sizes are appropriate. There is the 
Quirky Egg Minder, a connected egg tray that 
notifies an app on our phone how many eggs are 
in our tray. And Brita has made a water-filter 
pitcher that warns you on line when the water 
in the pitcher is getting low. 


A key part of this digitalization is a move to 
digitize money. China provides a glimpse into 
our digital currency and technology future. Use 
of cash has become a rarity in major cities 
there.! Many merchants simply refuse to accept 
it, as do many merchants in Sweden, where the 
government and major banks have collaborated 
closely to reduce the use of paper money.” India, 
as well, aspires to be cash-free, albeit in an 
attempt to expose corruption and to ensure 
equal distribution of government benefits to all 
its eligible citizens.° To make a cashless society 
possible, India has rolled out a national 
biometric system that many critics fear has 
already undermined citizen privacy. Called 
Aardhar, the system has already been hacked 
several times but is firmly entrenched in India.* 
Aardhar forces more online banking and the use 
of smartphones to pay for goods and services or 
simply lend and repay money. 

In Estonia a massive cyberattack by Russia 
froze the country’s infrastructure and convinced 
the government of this small Baltic country to 
set up an entirely virtual infrastructure that 
could be moved to data centers in other 
countries in the event of a reprise of the attack. 
This move to cloud computing included critical 
government and administrative functions, such 
as the issuance of passports.” Other 
governments are studying what Estonia did and 
are considering adopting similar models in 
order to secure business continuity. 

So, increasingly, unplugging wholesale is not 
an option. Nor for most of us is it an appropriate 
response to life in the age of technology. The 
question then becomes how to selectively 
unplug. How can we set better limits? How can 
we control our environments at work and at 
home, and the environments our children live in, 


in order to make them a bulwark against 
assaults on our freedoms, privacy, and 
sociability? 


“ONE SMALL CHANGE I MADE THAT 
IMPROVED MY DAILY MENTAL STATE” 


Mark Suster is a prominent venture capitalist 
who has built a huge following for his blog, 
Both Sides of the Table. He is a featured speaker 
at conferences and a sought-after investor 
because of the online persona and presence he 
has built. Suster is a leading voice on critical 
moral matters facing the venture-capital 
community and the technology community at 
large. 

In October 2017, Suster published a blog that 
had a click-bait headline suited to Buzzfeed or 
HuffPost: “One small change I made that 
improved my daily mental state.”° In the blog, 
he told of several small changes that he had 
made to restructure his life in ways that gave 
him greater control and awareness of his 
technology consumption. 

Two years ago, Suster stopped bringing his 
smartphone into the bedroom in order to check 
texts and social feeds before he slept and to 
check e-mail in the morning. He preferred to 
have quiet time to think and zone out. Suster 
writes that in the morning “if I need to get work 
done I’m infinitely more productive if I come to 
my computer with a big screen and a 
keyboard. .. . So my goal was to either have 
more time to just think or relax or admit that I 
have work to do and do it more productively. I’m 
happy to say that this has been a huge 
improvement in my life and productivity.” 

In the summer of 2017, Suster took a bigger 
step: he deleted both Facebook and Twitter from 


his smartphone. He did not stop using the 
services entirely; he just removed them from his 
phone to discourage impulsive checking of 
them. For someone who was prominent in the 
Twittersphere, often involved in broad-ranging 
online discussions covering hot topics on 
technology, this step may seem radical. 

Truth be told, Suster began to question the 
value and wisdom of his entire pattern of 
technology use. He noticed that he used 
Facebook and Twitter on mobile primarily when 
he had little else to do—say, when he found a 
speaker at a school event boring or when he 
was waiting for a meeting—and not for anything 
terribly useful or memorable. He found that it 
made him less present in the moment. Like 
many of us, Suster felt bad about the 
compulsion to use social media even when, deep 
down, he didn’t really want to. 

After deleting his phone’s social-media 
applications, Suster found that his days became 
a lot more enjoyable and productive. He still 
checks Facebook and Twitter, but he does soa 
lot less often. He stopped using Facebook for 
news and started going directly to news sources 
that he likes and trusts, such as Axios and the 
New York Times. He still uses Facebook, but 
only for connecting with friends and family and 
seeing their pictures. He uses Twitter for light 
professional conversations and to check feeds of 
companies he is interested in. In general, he 
uses mobile social applications significantly 
less. He also shuts off all applications’ 
notifications on his phone. He writes, “Your app 
can’t try to pop my dopamine and try to drag me 
into being addicted to using it. I’ll check when 
I’m ready.” And it’s pretty obvious from the post 
that Mark Suster is happier with his life and his 


day-to-day existence than he was before making 
these changes. 

Suster took control of his environment and set 
boundaries and rules. He examined what he 
liked and what he disliked about how 
technology was affecting him and thought about 
how to improve his interactions with it. He put 
in place a system to design his interactions with 
technology to suit his needs and maximize the 
value of his time. 

Suster’s life modifications may not work, or be 
necessary, for everyone. Those who check 
Facebook only twice a day may not feel 
compelled to erase the application from their 
phones. People who need to check Facebook 
every fifteen minutes for their jobs but never 
check it at night may likewise have no cause for 
concern about having the application on theirs. 
But for those who, as Suster did, find 
themselves using social-media applications from 
compulsion and feeling unhappy about it, 
erasing them and changing their environment is 
a smart strategy. 

Designing one’s environment to maximize 
specific behaviors and outcomes is a well-known 
strategy in addiction therapy and in the new 
and burgeoning field of performance 
management. All of it, in fact, harks back to 
behavioral design and Fogg’s calculus for 
inducing new behaviors. In his best-selling book 
The Power of Habit, author Charles Duhigg 
discusses behavioral design in the form of 
breaking and forming habits.’ In their book 
Nudge, Cass Sunstein and Richard Thaler, the 
winners of a Nobel Prize in economics, discuss 
how to encourage healthy behaviors such as 
saving money for retirement by employing the 
same tricks that phone-application developers 
apply to make us “Like” and share more.® On 


their popular podcast Freakonomics, Steven 
Dubner and economist Steven Leavitt regularly 
look at matters relating to behavioral design 
and performance management. 

Our relationship with technology is more 
complicated than going about forming or 
breaking habits, though. Yes, we can erase 
Facebook from our phones. But eliminating e- 
mail access from them may be impossible, even 
for someone like Suster who has an 
extraordinary degree of control over his job and 
his technology use. 


MOVING SLOW, MOVING FAST IN CHINA 


Vivek first visited China more than a decade 
ago, before the era of wireless data connections 
and ubiquitous broadband. He found that he 
could not book ordinary hotels in advance and 
that catching a taxi was a nightmare because no 
one spoke English. He needed to have the 
concierge write his destination on a piece of 
paper to hand to the taxi driver, praying that he 
didn’t end up in the wrong part of the city. 

When he visited again in 2016, Vivek found 
that the technology landscape had changed. 
Everyone had a smartphone with fast 
information transfer. Booking hotels was easy, 
as were finding online restaurant reviews and 
catching cabs. Communication was easier, not 
because more people spoke English but because 
real-time translation applications had become so 
good that the Chinese people could hold slow 
but functional conversations with Vivek by 
uttering a phrase into their phones and playing 
back the English version. This trip was less 
fraught with stress and uncertainty, thanks to 
modern technology. 


The smartphone became a way to help Vivek 
make the most of his journey and spend less 
time on the drudgery of logistics and discovery. 
He felt more in control, better able to navigate, 
and more mentally free to experience and be 
present on the trip rather than worry about 
where he would stay or eat. And whereas using 
Google Maps in our hometown takes us away 
from the present and reduces us to watching 
the blue dot and remembering a lot less about 
the journey, the map and general online 
knowledge are an enormous help to the traveler 
who visits the hinterlands of China, where 
navigation is more challenging. 


UNDERSTANDING OUR TECH 
DEPENDENCE AND ADDICTION 


In almost every case with regard to our use of 
technology, the context matters. In almost every 
case, the type of activity also matters. Excessive 
viewing of pornography is likely to have a more 
negative impact than excessive checking of 
social media. Porn is generally consumed alone, 
not as a social activity, and therefore lacks the 
countervailing benefits of connection and 
sharing that social media may offer. An online 
shopping addiction is probably another serious 
problem, because the long-term consequences 
of spending too much money on line in an 
uncontrolled fashion could be far more serious 
and devastating to someone’s life than spending 
too much time texting or on online dating sites. 
Then again, a problem with texting while 
driving can be the most serious problem of all— 
one with a tragic outcome. Spending eight 
hours per day on social media, to be sure, has 
its own real problems: it’s pretty hard to hold 
down a job or hold meaningful conversations in 


real life if you are constantly checking Twitter, 
Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat. 

The nuances of context offer special 
challenges in building smart strategies for 
healthy technology use and in shifting our 
interactions with technology from toxic to 
measured and beneficial. There is no defined 
category for technology addiction, but 
psychiatrists have been debating whether 
Internet addiction is a real malady. It was not 
added to the latest version of the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the 
diagnostic bible of mental health professionals 
around the world. (Online gaming is a 
subsection of the gambling-addiction section in 
that publication.) But a working definition of 
Internet addiction serves as a useful lens 
through which to view most technology 
pathologies. In an article on the topic, 
psychiatrist Jerald Block broke down Internet 
addiction into three clear subtypes: sexual 
preoccupation, excessive gaming, and excessive 
or uncontrolled e-mail or text messaging.” This 
article was written in 2008, so Block probably 
had not taken account of social media, then not 
yet in broad adoption. Social media, online 
shopping, and video watching would be 
additional subcategories today. 

Regardless of the category, Block’s 
enumeration of the phenomenon’s negative 
influences is relevant to nearly any form of 
addiction or technology pathology. 

The first is excessive use, sometimes 
associated with a loss of sense of time or an 
(occasionally fatal) neglect of basic needs such 
as food, drink, bodily evacuation, and sleep. 

The second is some form of withdrawal, 
including feelings of anger, irritability, tension, 
or depression when a device is not available or 


when there is no (or limited) Internet 
connectivity. 

The third is tolerance of and willingness to 
make alterations or purchases to accommodate 
the addiction. The tolerance may be to acquiring 
better computer equipment or more software, to 
spending more hours of use, or to spending a 
great deal of money. 

The fourth is the negative psychic 
repercussions stemming from arguments, lying, 
lack of achievement, social isolation, and 
fatigue. According to the research cited earlier, 
the repercussions include depression, anxiety, 
and loneliness. 

With these negative influences in mind, we 
can propose a simple set of questions to ask 
ourselves in deciding how to create a more 
mindful and conscious engagement with our 
technology. 

We start by asking a very simple question: 
does our interaction or use of the technology 
make us happy or unhappy? There are many 
derivatives of this question: Does it make us 
tense or relaxed? Does it make us anxious or 
calm? The answer may be “both,” and that is 
okay, but we should consider whether, on 
balance, an interaction leaves us with good or 
bad feelings. 


GOOD TECH OR BAD TECH: 
ENGAGEMENT BY DESIGN 


One way to address the overall question of how 
a technology affects you is to go through the 
following exercise. It is a classic decision- 
framing exercise, not magic; but being able to 
count, visualize, and weigh effects and 
considerations is immensely helpful in 
undertaking it. 


Here is what you do. Write down a particular 
activity or technology at the top of a sheet of 
paper. (It is definitely best to do this exercise on 
paper.) It can be anything relating to screens 
and technology. Draw a line down the middle of 
the paper. On the left-hand side, list all the 
positive things and benefits that you feel this 
technology or technology-driven behavior brings 
you. On the right-hand side, list all the 
negatives. 

Be expansive. Consider not only the 
immediate feelings and effects it brings about 
but also secondary and tangentially related 
effects that you can perceive. All are critical in 
the calculation. If the negatives outweigh the 
positives, then you’ll know that a change will be 
beneficial. 

Because we are so immersed in technology, 
we can slip into a state of constant and 
paralyzing introspection. At a remove from these 
disabling effects, this decision-making 
technique enables life-supporting self-analysis 
and action—true executive function such as 
Mark Suster described in implementing his own 
personal controls. 

Ask yourself: Should you remove Facebook or 
Twitter from your phone? Should you install an 
application such as Slack on it? Should you ban 
screens from your bedroom? Should you turn off 
the Internet on Sundays and after 8 p.m.? 
Should you lock your phone in your car’s glove 
compartment? If you consume porn or online 
gaming, should you completely ban it from your 
life in order to restore balance? These are some 
of the decisions you will want to make. 

You will also want to examine the secondary 
effects. For example, Alex has until recently 
used the music app Spotify to play tunes during 
his runs and workouts. On its face, this seems to 


make sense. Research has shown that music can 
positively affect motivation to work out. Alex 
really liked the feature on Spotify that matches 
his running pace with song beats of the same 
pace. 

Then he started to pay attention to how much 
time it was taking for him to manage Spotify 
during workouts and how much time it was 
taking away from the workout. Though not the 
majority of it, the time was considerable. For 
example, in a standard weightlifting and 
calisthenics workout, Alex was spending about 
three minutes per session to manage songs. Ina 
thirty-minute session on a busy day, that was 10 
percent of his time—for no good reason. It was 
dead time due to technology. 

Listening to music on Spotify is surely a net 
positive: Providing an endless selection of tunes 
with infinite playlists, it opens up rich new 
worlds. The service also makes sharing with 
friends very easy. It allows Alex to expose his 
children to Bach, Mozart, John Coltrane, and 
Celia Cruz, all from one easy screen, the same 
screen from which they hear music by Nicki 
Minaj, the Gym Class Heroes, and Kendrick 
Lamar. But this example shows the importance 
of consciously designing the style of our 
engagement even with a technology application 
whose use is, by and large, positive. 

In engaging with technology, both Vivek and 
Alex actively and consciously select and lean 
toward the contexts and uses in which they find 
the technology behavior to be largely beneficial 
and satisfying. Though simple, it’s an approach 
that any of us can make work, simply by asking 
ourselves relevant questions—and being honest 
about the feelings and other effects the 
technology raises in us. 


IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEMS TECH 
CAUSES IN-OUR LIVES: SIX SIMPLE 
QUESTIONS 


The simple framework outlined in the 
previous section for analyzing our interactions 
with technology is one that’s easy to expand on. 
We can efficiently analyze our interactions with 
technology, and evaluate their effects, through 
six questions. The answers can be as simple as 
a mental checklist, and they are usually obvious 
and intuitive. It can even be useful to list 
positives and negatives explicitly. The questions 
to ask yourself about a technology or application 
are as follows: 


1. Does it make us happier or sadder? 


2. Do we need to use it as part of our lives or 
work? 


3. Does it warp our sense of time and place in 
unhealthy ways? 


4. Does it change our behavior? 
5. Is our use of it hurting those around us? 


6. If we stopped using it, would we really miss 
it? 


As an exercise in analyzing our interactions, 
we might consider one of the primary 
technology platforms that we use each day, 
Facebook, and another example of technology 
use: texting while driving. 

First, we analyze our interactions with 
Facebook. 


Question 1: For Vivek and Alex, the answer is 
that Facebook creates unhappiness. The answer 
really depends on an individual’s nature, but for 
both of us, the answer is a definite negative: no 
happiness here. 


Question 2: For Vivek and Alex, the answer is 
that we do not need Facebook: ceasing to use it 
would cause minimal disruption of our daily 
lives and equilibrium. 


Question 3: For Vivek and Alex, Facebook does 
warp our sense of time. Aimless scrolling down 
our newsfeeds has resulted in our spending a 
lot more time than we intended to in Facebook. 


Question 4: For Vivek and Alex, Facebook does 
not radically alter our behavior. We may waste a 
little time on it, but the changes are barely 
noticeable in the context of our days. We know 
that others spend hours and hours on Facebook, 
but that’s not us. 


Question 5: For Vivek and Alex, the answer is 
that our use of Facebook is not hurting those 
around us. The answer to this question is 
somewhat dependent on that to the previous 
question, but it is still instructive. It is 
important to take an expansive view of whether 
our Facebook use is harming those around us; 
sharing photos and checking status to the 
detriment of other, more important pursuits, 
such as spending time with friends and family 
or completing key work projects, may mean that, 
yes, our usage is harming those around us. 


Question 6: For some people, stopping Facebook 
would be a loss, because it is their chief means 
of connecting with people important in their 
lives. Some grandparents find Facebook the 
easiest way to keep track of far-flung families. 
But for Vivek and Alex, Facebook is probably 
something we could take or leave. 


Based on these responses, restricting or 
deleting Facebook would be a positive move for 


Vivek and Alex. 
Next, we analyze our interactions with texting 
while driving. 


Question 1: For Vivek and Alex, this is a far 
easier case to consider. Texting while driving 
definitely makes us sadder rather than happier. 


Question 2: For Vivek and Alex, we know it is 
terrible and that we don’t need to do it. There is 
never a situation in which texting while driving 
is demanded or necessary. 


Question 3: For Vivek and Alex, absolutely it 
warps our sense of time. As discussed in 
chapter 6, a moment of reading a sentence or 
two, two seconds of travel in which we imagine 
nothing occurs, raises the probability of a crash 
by 2,000 percent. We think we can react much 
faster than we actually can, and we think that 
we are less likely to have accidents while we are 
texting then we actually are. 


Question 4: For Vivek and Alex, indeed it can 
radically alter our behavior. In how many other 
cases would we say that we embrace a behavior 
change that increases our chances of dying by 
more than 50 percent while on the road? 


Question 5: For Vivek and Alex, driving while 
texting definitely does hurt those around us. 
Hundreds of thousands of car accidents and 
pedestrian and cyclist injuries are attributable 
to this pathological behavior. 


Question 6: For Vivek and Alex, we might miss 
texting while driving for a brief instant if we 
stopped doing it, but then we would probably 
be exceptionally relieved. 


So, based on these responses, our use of the 
technology clearly detracts massively from the 
well-being of Vivek and Alex. 

Note that texting while driving is a subset of 
texting, and that texting in other situations is a 
different matter for consideration. For us, for 
instance, judicious, appropriate texting is an 
efficient way to connect to our spouses and 
friends and children. So context is important. 

We can consider each technology either on its 
own or in a context. Sometimes the technology 
is not good for us, and sometimes it’s merely the 
context that’s not good for us. For example, Alex 
made a conscious decision to not post his 
children’s pictures on Facebook, as a way to 
preserve their control over their identities, and 
decided not to consume friends’ photo uploads 
because it made him sometimes envious of their 
fun and adventures. Comparisons, he decided, 
were not joyful. The sharing was nice, but it was 
too much for him. Competitive by nature, he saw 
no reason to inflame needless jealousy of what 
are, in fact, only the very best portions of his 
friend’s lives. 

Oddly, when the sharing bares our lives, 
warts and all, then the impact may be the 
reverse—it may stoke empathy and push us 
toward closeness. The posts that Alex 
remembers to this day are those of a distant 
friend sharing her struggle with cancer and, 
simultaneously, with the loss of a child. A New 
York Times tech columnist, Farhad Manjoo, 
wrote about his experience with a feature on 
Instagram and Snapchat called “Stories,” which 
attracts a less polished view into the lives of 
friends and family. Wrote Manjoo, “Though 
Stories is only a few weeks old, I have already 
learned a lot about my friends. It turns out they 
do not live in perfect houses—some of theirs are 


as messy as mine—and don’t always have 
perfectly combed hair. They don’t always get 
things done; they sometimes eat less than 
stellar-looking food; their kids sometimes 
misbehave just as much as mine.”’° 


A FALSE DICHOTOMY: TO TECH OR NOT 
TO TECH 


A question grew in the mind of economics 
professor David Laibson: are laptops negative 
externalities in my classes? In his classes at 
Harvard University, many students used laptops 
and tablets, their fingers clattering across the 
keyboards as they took notes—or perhaps 
perused social media or read e-mails. A negative 
externality, as discussed earlier, is a secondary 
negative effect of an action. For example, 
industrial manufacturing of plastics may 
produce a negative externality of pollution. 
Economists have struggled to place a price on 
negative externalities, as their effects can be 
manifold and pervasive. In our daily lives, we 
face negative externalities all the time; second- 
hand cigarette smoke is a clear example. Wood 
smoke from fireplaces in wealthy areas of 
Califiornia is one of the worst pollutants and 
another clear negative externality. 

To students at Harvard, many of whom are 
paying tens of thousands of dollars a year for an 
education, Laibson concluded that the 
interruption caused by the use of technology in 
class constitutes a meaningful negative 
externality. “The web offers instant gratification 
that undermines our very good intentions to get 
the most out of class, and that’s all about 
present bias,” said Laibson on the Freakonomics 
podcast. “We go into the classroom, and we are 
convinced, ‘I am going to be a good student.’ 


Suddenly, other things become very appealing 
and very tempting. We’re distracted by those 
other very gratifying opportunities. Suddenly, 
we've lost forty-five minutes of the fifty-minute 
lecture.”"! 

Laibson thought that banning laptops from 
his classes would be controversial (though a 
number of professors ban them from their 
classes, and many companies have a laptops- 
closed policy for meetings). After all, many 
students do use laptops effectively to take notes 
more quickly than they could with pen and 
paper, or to search for supporting information 
and links on line while listening to a lecture. 
And even though most evidence to date 
suggests that students learn less effectively in 
the presence of devices, Laibson did not want 
be paternalistic and dictatorial. 

So Laibson proposed an innovative solution. 
He would create two class sections. One section 
would be technology-free; the other would 
permit the use of laptops and tablets. The 
reaction from his class has been quite positive. 
Laibson surveys students at the end of the year 
asking, “Did this policy of having these two 
sections facilitate your learning?” On a 0 to 10 
scale, the average rating has been just over 8. 
“It’s about letting people choose for themselves, 
but letting them choose in a deliberative, 
thoughtful, careful way at the start of the 
semester,” Laibson told Freakonomics. Laibson 
hopes to make this same choice available to 
other classes at Harvard in the not-so-distant 
future. 

As Laibson demonstrates, the choice of using 
technology need not be an all-or-nothing or one- 
size-fits-nobody solution. “Disconnection or 
overload” is a false dichotomy, we believe, in the 
majority of instances. We can design 


environments that restore choice and allow 
consideration and fulfillment of individual 
preferences. 

Vivek teaches students at Carnegie Mellon 
University’s (CMU’s) College of Engineering at 
Silicon Valley about advancing technologies. His 
classes focused on how those technologies can 
make it possible to solve the grand challenges 
of humanity, such as providing healthy food, 
free energy, health, clean water, and a quality 
education to everyone on earth. Last semester, 
his classes were live-streamed to the CMU’s 
Pittsburgh campus and to twenty-nine 
universities all across Mexico and Peru. These 
foreign schools were generally lesser-known 
universities in which the majority of students 
were the first in their families to attend a 
university. It was an ambitious experiment to 
see whether Vivek could simultaneously teach 
thousands of students. But its success was 
limited. 

The Silicon Valley and Pittsburgh students 
ranked the class as one of the best, but the 
Mexicans and Peruvians couldn’t keep pace— 
largely because of the language and cultural 
barriers. Technology simply couldn’t bridge 
these barriers; a human element was clearly 
needed. On top of that, a constant chatter 
during class of messages among students in the 
class Slack channel became a burden for all 
students. After students complained to him, 
Vivek decided to ask all students to shut down 
the Slack channel during class. The students 
were told that they could take notes on their 
laptops but that chats and social media would 
have to wait until after class. 

The lesson Vivek learned was that too much 
technology can be detrimental—and that 
technology cannot transcend social and cultural 


barriers. He is no longer offering the class to 
students outside Carnegie Mellon University, 
and he has decided that, beginning in the next 
semester, he will require students to turn off 
their laptops and smartphones for the first two 
hours of the four-hour class. The first two hours 
consist of lectures by Vivek and his son Tarun, 
who teaches with him, and by visiting 
professors. The next two hours consist of 
discussion, debate, and brainstorming; there is 
little time to post Facebook messages or review 
Instagram photos during those last two hours. 
This is how Vivek designed the environment to 
create for his students a healthy relationship 
with technology. 

At Mozilla, Alex put in place a “no-meeting 
Friday” policy for his team, to give them a safe 
time to turn off Slack, avoid e-mail, and focus on 
the deep work that would benefit from 
uninterrupted time and make his team’s work 
more rewarding. The concept of no-meeting 
days is hardly novel, but it is a surprisingly rare 
tactic considering the simplicity of this choice. 

On a vacation to Hawaii, Alex’s friend Helen 
instituted a simple strategy to save her sanity 
and preserve the sanctity of her vacation. Her 
teenage daughter was a heavy Instagrammer, 
whose every trip turned into an Instagram photo 
shoot. Helen’s husband felt compelled to record 
everything on video in order to share it 
immediately with his parents, who replied by 
text. For her part, Helen felt compelled to check 
Twitter to keep up with the political back-and- 
forth in Washington, DC, that was part of her 
job (and classic FOMO). On their previous 
vacation, they had logged more screen time than 
real time. On the first day in Maui, Helen rolled 
out her vacation policy: “Everyone has to pop 


their SIM card and leave it in the hotel room,” 
she said. “No exceptions.” 

After some initial protests, the family agreed 
to give it a try. They drove the storied road to 
Hana, stopping at waterfalls, and lounged on a 
black-sand beach before returning to their hotel, 
exhausted. The day had been a good one. The 
family had spent time with technology, for sure. 
The daughter had taken pictures for later 
Instagram posts, and the husband had shot 
videos. But, unconnected to the wider world, the 
family members took the opportunity to interact 
with each other. The screens were there in the 
day but did not dominate. The memories were 
captured, even enhanced, by technology. For 
that day, they lived in the present and just with 
each other. It was a fairy-tale ending, achieved 
simply by ejecting their SIM cards. 

Truly, we can have both our technology and 
our freedoms. Whether to tech or not to tech is a 
question easily transcended through creative 
environmental and behavioral design. 


DEFENSIVE TOOLS, DEFENSIVE 
STRATEGIES 


The arsenal of hardware and software to help 
people better control their technology use and 
make it more mindful is expanding. There are a 
handful of smartphone applications, such as 
Freedom, Focus, Unglue, and Moment, that 
measure active time spent on the phone and 
limit its use to a specified maximum. Other 
applications, such as Space by Dopamine Labs, 
insert a pause, delaying users’ access to 
applications or services they wish to limit their 
use of. The pause helps people break their habit 
by making their choice to check Facebook or 
LinkedIn more conscious and more active. At 


work, there are any number of applications 
designed to better structure and batch e-mail 
usage, such as Inbox When Ready. 

There are routers such as Torch and Circle 
that let parents shut off certain users’ Internet 
access during certain hours of the day and filter 
the kinds of activity they can engage in. This 
capability has been around for a while, going 
back to OpenDNS, which Alex used, but for 
people who are less comfortable managing 
complicated networking technologies, the newer 
products make the process easier for regaining 
control of their technology. There are, too, 
parental controls baked into a growing number 
of the services, including Facebook. Curiously, 
Instagram defiantly refuses to allow for parental 
controls, although it is possible to download 
apps such as Netsanity, which can be used to 
control a minor’s Instagram usage and block the 
use of other applications. 

Software solutions may not be the most 
effective or the most rewarding ways to control 
technology use. Layering more technology on 
top of technology doesn’t attack the root of the 
problem and doesn’t help us build the mental 
muscle that will, over time, help us recover our 
freedom of choice and our real lives. Using 
additional technology to corral our own use of 
technology adds more to the cognitive load we 
carry by adding a new technology product to our 
portfolio of things we have to mentally manage. 
A technology product may work for some people, 
though, and we encourage you to continue 
using whatever works. 

We prefer solutions to problems of toxic 
technology use that, like the six questions 
discussed in this chapter, are more generic and 
human based. With that in mind, chapter 8 
presents a few playbooks that we hope you can 
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A Vision for a More Humane 
Tech 


Imagine that your smartphone had a pause 
button that would stop all buzzing and 
notifications for multiples of fifteen minutes and 
clear your home screen to leave nothing on it 
except for a clock—and that you could block all 
incoming messages by pushing a single button 
on the phone. You might say that your phone 
already does that with its Do Not Disturb (DND) 
mode, but DND requires quite a bit of 
management in its present state, and when the 
DND period ends, you get a rush of 
notifications, followed by newly arriving 
notifications. What if you could program the 
phone to send you notifications only on the hour, 
in regular batches? 

In fact, someone has already invented a 
phone like that. It’s named “Siempo,” and it was 
designed by a team from the ground up to 
encourage more conscious, thoughtful use of 
applications and technology, and to return to 
users control over their lives. Siempo calls the 
device the “phone for humans.”! Siempo was 
launched on Kickstarter in March 2017, and it 
raised only a fraction of its goal of $500,000. 
Sadly, the market did not fully validate what 
Siempo was offering. 

What Siempo was trying to build is something 
long argued for by Tristan Harris. Harris says 
that a standard feature of all technology should 


be our ability to choose to focus and regain our 
choice and control over it. That might seem far- 
fetched, but is it? 

Actually, the number of tech companies 
adopting Harris’s philosophy—or at least ending 
up conforming to his ideals—is growing. These 
companies are giving us human choices in 
normal product categories, or they are giving us 
products that help us restore the humanity to 
our technology tools. They range from giants 
such as Apple to one-person start-ups such as 
Moment. And they range from travel 
applications to project-management applications 
to dating applications. Siempo struggled to 
raise sufficient funding, but many of these 
freedom-friendly companies are doing very well, 
with at least one approaching unicorn status (a 
valuation of $1 billion). These applications 
replace the focus of consuming and extracting 
money with one of giving us back our time, 
giving us intelligent choices that are better 
aligned with our own interests, and contributing 
to our well-being. 


APPS THAT MAKE TECH BETTER 


Some of life’s most frustrating moments happen 
when we’re traveling. Flight delays, long 
layovers, expensive routes, and other miseries 
compound to make modern travel unpleasant 
much of the time. Today’s travel search engines 
too are unpleasant. Yes, they pull in loads of 
information. But the information is poorly 
presented or confusing, and it’s difficult to 
navigate. 

This is why Hipmunk, a popular travel search 
engine and hotel-booking portal, created an 
“agony” algorithm. The algorithm calculates an 
agony ranking for flights based on a number of 


factors such as flight duration, number of stops, 
and likelihood of delays and weighs them 
against price. Travel shoppers on Hipmunk can 
sort by any other combination of parameters, 
but many default to results ranked by “agony” 
by clicking on the agony tab. This is a choice 
that takes into account our comfort: the human 
choice. 

Alex has long been a lover of Hipmunk and its 
agony tab, so he was encouraged when he saw 
that Tristan Harris had given it his thumbs-up. 
In 2016, Hipmunk was purchased by expense- 
management company Concur for between $50 
and $100 million. Although that wasn’t a huge 
success for investors, Hipmunk demonstrated 
that human-centric design can succeed in 
making an online shopping process that we 
expect to be painfully complex bearable and 
even fun. 

In fact, we are encouraged by the trend of 
elegant simplicity that we see in a lot of product 
and service design today. Lyft and Uber are a 
case in point. Before their advent, a taxicab 
required a phone call, or a wait on the street for 
a random cab that we didn’t know would come 
(and that might not come). Uber and Lyft made 
the entire process transparent: we know when 
the car is coming, where it’s coming from, who 
the driver is, the license-plate number, and the 
color, make, and model of the car. We can even 
text or call the driver. Time previously wasted in 
hassling with the old system is time we have 
regained—with the push of a button. Another 
case in point is the Nest Thermostat, built bya 
former Apple designer, Tony Fadell: it has made 
saving energy and managing the temperature of 
your house simple. And it’s easy on the eyes. 

To regain control over their browsing 
experiences, many people we know are using 


AdBlock or similar services that strip advertising 
from web pages and minimize invasive, 
interruptive ads. By some estimates, the 
proportions of people using ad-blocking services 
is approaching 40 percent, and with good 
reason. Another way to handle this is to puta 
web page into “reader mode,” something you 
can do either in the browser with a feature flag, 
or in Google Chrome by installing the extension 
Just Read. Apple’s Safari browser has a built-in 
reader mode. We understand that this puts a lot 
of pressure on publishers, but they can surely 
work with it. And we could voluntarily white-list 
sites and view ads on domains whose content 
we value and whose publishers we would like to 
support. By using an ad blocker, we restore the 
balance of power and put the human user in 
control. 

We should note that the current prevalent 
advertising-driven economy of the Internet may 
be at cross-purposes with healthy technology 
usage. The sole currency of this economy is 
attention, as measured in impressions, views, 
clicks, and other metrics of uncontrolled 
consumption. Unless Facebook, Google, and 
others can figure out a way to increase their 
revenues through lower engagement, it seems 
unlikely that they will themselves create an 
alternative. Granted, Google has regularly 
reduced the number of ads showing on a page 
in order to reduce ad overload, but the goal of 
this reduction remains unchanged: to obtain 
more (and more-valuable) clicks, ultimately in 
support of charging more for the ads. 

Publishers have already learned the hard way 
that the attention economy, in particular when it 
is controlled by the giant platforms, has no way 
to support quality of interaction or Tristan 
Harris’s concept of time well spent. That said, a 


number of quality-centric publishers, such as 
the Financial Times, the Wall Street Journal, and 
the New York Times, have built subscription 
businesses that are overtaking their advertising 
businesses. The paying users also support 
rising ad costs through engaging and showing 
clear desire to be reading that content rather 
than a drive-by dump of something from a 
social-media link. 

Very encouragingly, a rising chorus has called 
on Apple to engineer an iPhone that promotes 
healthier interactions with technology, 
particularly for children. That may be a 
challenge, but Apple has made a start. It added 
“Night Shift” mode to iOS and to its most recent 
Mac OS in late 2017. Night Shift changes the 
colors emitted on the screen to reduce the 
amount of potentially sleep-disturbing blue light 
that it exposes users to. 


BETTER WORK THROUGH TECH 


The productivity slowdown in the office has not 
gone unnoticed. Many companies have started 
using what some call “agile development” to 
focus technical work (and increasingly 
marketing work) by reducing the focus of each 
worker to a single task and unifying teams 
around a limited set of tools and processes. 
Many productivity gurus agree that greater 
focus can be achieved by setting up better 
processes and creating limits. The most famous 
of these is David Allen, who developed the GTD 
(Getting Things Done) method and built it into a 
mini business empire of seminars, branded 
products, and curricula. We can’t necessarily 
recommend any of these methods or strategies. 
Many do have merits, although in our 


experience, when imposed on teams, they can 
feel top-heavy and paternalistic. 

For individual use, there are dozens of 
productivity applications designed to help us 
refocus and get more done by wasting less time 
on digital frittering. Calendly, Meetingbird, and 
a number of other applications sync with an 
online calendar and let you shift the burden of 
scheduling meetings to the person who is 
asking for one by letting him or her pick a free 
time from your calendar without having access 
to its content. Inbox When Ready lets you set up 
detailed e-mail rules on when you can access e- 
mails and how you want the inbox to look, and 
thus helps you control your urge to use e-mail. 
SaneBox automatically filters out less-useful 
mail (promotions, updates, etc.) and raises the 
most important e-mails to the top of the queue. 
There are apps and browser extensions to block 
or ration social-media usage and to track exactly 
how you spend your time on your computer 
(breaking down your actions by application to 
the nearest minute on a daily basis). And 
applications such as Moment can show which 
applications you are using on your phone and 
even poll you on how much you like using them. 

These productivity tools fall into three 
classes: those that seek to improve processes, 
those that seek to limit distractions, and those 
that seek to illuminate our habits. All three can 
be useful, but only if they fit nicely into your 
working day. Calendaring applications, for 
example, do not handle situations well when 
someone is juggling personal and work 
calendars and mirroring schedules in order to 
keep a spouse informed. Ad blocking works well 
until enough publishers start blocking content; 
then managing the ad blocker becomes a chore 
in itself. Activity-tracking software works to the 


extent that it serves to enable conscious 
changes in behavior, not merely as a vanity 
metric. All three of these concepts, however, 
play a critical role in restoring freedom of choice 
by making our work activities conscious choices, 
a key contributor to work satisfaction. On the 
book’s website, HackedHappiness.com, we 
include a page that lists many of these tools. 

It is a shame, though, to have to cobble these 
tools together for want of human-centric 
product design that would incorporate their 
capabilities and characteristics. Imagine if 
Apple and Samsung offered such features as 
prominent features of their phones. Apple does 
have some useful features on the iPhone, such 
as Do Not Disturb and Night Shift, but there is 
no way to globally set notification preferences 
for all applications. If Tim Cook told his 
developers to build DND on steroids for 
smartphones and laptops, then our freedom of 
choice and our control over how we use our 
phones would at least improve. 

Notifications and other types of application 
noise are not the only way in which technology 
products bludgeon us into confused submission. 
The advertisements that now dominate many 
search-engine results—in particular on mobile 
devices—have rendered information retrieval 
essentially an act of blind faith answered with 
results that are purchased by those with the 
wallet to buy the ads at the top of the page. 

What if, as an alternative approach to revenue 
raising, Google offered its own AdBlock button 
that let us see search results stripped of all 
advertising? Even those results would be 
imperfect: very large sites with large budgets 
have a lot more time and energy to invest in 
developing so-called inbound links from other 
sites—the primary measure of site relevance 


that Google’s search engine algorithms trade in. 
But at least results would be less readily up for 
sale. Google might even make up for the initial 
loss of ad revenue through search results by 
improving user engagement with the resulting 
pages. And users who stand to benefit from the 
ads, as Google claims many do, could continue 
to search in the normal manner. 

Alternatively, as we asked earlier, what if 
Google offered a paid ad-free version? How 
much would people pay? Would they pay? How 
many people would adopt it? We don’t know, but 
it would be a worthwhile experiment. The point 
is that it’s feasible to give users a clean and 
easy choice and let them decide. 

Google did announce such a product when it 
was faced with competition from Netflix for its 
video platform, YouTube. The product is a 
monthly YouTube subscription that removes 
advertisements from all videos, on every device 
you and your family watch. It also allows the 
downloading of videos to phone and tablet and 
makes them available for up to thirty days to 
watch without a connection. For $10 a month at 
the time of this writing, you can hire freedom 
from the mindless ads that YouTube serves up 
and can take the videos with you wherever you 
travel—even if there is no Internet connection. 
Vivek has been using it and does not miss the 
incessant ads and interruptions of content. 

And some of us would gladly pay Google 
another $10 a month—or more—to get the same 
quality of search results as before it began 
selling ads to the highest bidder. We yearn to 
see web content unobscured by digital 
billboards. 

Tristan Harris suggests an interesting 
scenario for Google Maps. What if an 
application on our device knew or inferred that 


we want to stay in better shape? Then it might 
highlight walking options in Google Map 
directions. And if the application knew that we 
like podcasts, it might even suggest a podcast 
from our playlist that perfectly fits the walk’s 
projected duration. In such instances, the 
application would be working with our own 
stated preferences to give us choices that reflect 
our needs and wants and help us live better. 

What might Facebook be like if it offered 
multiple modes? One of these modes would 
show posts only from your close friends and not 
consider Facebook’s content-selection 
algorithms. (Of course, you can do this manually, 
spending hours sifting through friends and 
indicating which ones you want to follow and 
which ones you want notification preferences 
from.) Another mode could select just 
“trending” news from across Facebook or across 
your network. An alternative to such modes 
could be an ad-free paid version of Facebook. 
Perhaps the lack of a paid version is just 
another example of the big tech businesses’ 
shortsightedness: Twitter founder Biz Stone 
advocated for this model in a Medium post four 
years ago. The paid version could offer 
additional benefits, such as special commercial 
offers from stores you chose to receive them 
from. 

Facebook could become the broker for your 
digital life by making the users the boss and 
selling access on an opt-in rather than an opt- 
out basis. This might be less lucrative in the 
short term, but in the long term, true opt-in 
businesses based on subscriptions or voluntary 
participation tend to perform exceptionally well 
when the product is worth paying for. LinkedIn, 
for instance, has been highly successful in its 
lucrative subscription model for professional 


users, who use it to send so-called InMails and 
to enhance their ability to search the network. 


BEYOND TECH PLATFORMS: A HOLISTIC 
APPROACH 


Beyond Big Technology and the massive 
platforms that control so much of our online 
lives lurks another layer that is perhaps more 
difficult to adapt to a vision of coexistence with 
a more humane technology. One form of 
technology noise is the barrage of meeting 
requests and e-mails we face at work, many of 
which we accept because we fear the 
consequences of rejecting them. 

Another form of technology noise is the 
omnipresence of screens, not just in our homes 
but also in bars, restaurants, and elevators, 
even at gas-station pumps, where a television 
advertising network now competes for our 
attention. In the entertainment media, product 
placements are another form of invasion, a 
subtle way to influence our opinions and 
preferences that, in an age of video games and 
digital video transmissions, is turning 
entertainment into yet another advertising 
venue. 

Even within our screen time, our attention is 
becoming increasingly splintered. In the 
broadcast of a baseball game, there are two and 
sometimes as many as four split screens 
showing data analysis, interviews, or other 
video footage, as well, of course, as 
advertisements for other programs that we must 
watch after we finish with this one! 

What this comes down to are simple 
questions: What is our attention worth? How 
can we force companies to put a value on it as 


they design their products and their user 
experiences? Is that even a viable option? 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, there are 
dozens of applications designed to help us avoid 
overuse and regain some control over our digital 
lives. Nearly all are only palliatives of one kind 
or another; they paper over the core problem. 
With every system upgrade, we generally have 
to go back and redesign and reinstate our 
chosen digital lifestyles. That becomes 
exhausting, so it is no wonder that many of us 
choose to give up and allow technology to 
dictate what we see and when we see it or 
engage with it. There is no easy way to control 
it. Even if we do like all the features, we would 
benefit by being able to more easily control 
them and turn them on or off. Apple solved a 
huge user-experience problem by introducing 
the one-button mouse; other ingenious product 
and application designers can also surely design 
the user experience to be more humane. 

Until they do, we humans are left to remodel 
our own user experience as best we can, 
wielding the sledgehammers of brute-force 
deletions, hard-and-fast rules, and turning 
devices off for long stretches of the day and 
night. It’s risible to have to take this upon 
ourselves as technology users, because one 
would hope that the brilliance of the technology 
sector would extend to designing a healthy way 
for tech to coexist with humans, maintaining 
and even increasing our freedoms, our quality of 
life, and our control without killing their profits. 
That said, the next section offers some 
suggestions toward that end. 


HOW TECHNOLOGY MAKERS CAN AND 
SHOULD RESPOND: RESTRAINT, 
RESPECT, AND *CHCICE 


How can we redesign technology to better 
respect choice, reduce technostress, and foster 
creative and social fulfillment? The ideal 
solution would be easy to implement and to 
customize, and easy to apply to multiple devices 
and platforms. It would have a centralized user 
account that allowed you to customize all your 
interactions and notifications, to which all 
applications would refer for guidance and 
permission. It would be, in other words, a true 
user agent, an intermediary that brokered our 
attention and implemented our rules in eliciting 
it. The concept of such a user agent has been 
discussed repeatedly in industry, but it has 
never been instituted. Given our growing 
collective discontent, our epidemic loneliness, 
and our declining productivity, the time may 
have come when such a solution is no longer 
simply ideal but essential. 

Ultimately, such an agent will have to be 
habit-forming technology. It will have to take all 
the techniques that Silicon Valley’s “user- 
experience designers,” say at Facebook and 
Netflix, have used in forming destructive habits 
and invert them. We need good magic. We need 
technology to enhance chronic focus rather than 
bombard us with chronic distraction; to 
encourage beneficial habits rather than motivate 
us to pursue pathological addictions; to promote 
productivity, connectedness, creativity, 
spontaneity, and engagement rather than cheap 
facsimiles of those qualities. The well-lived life, 
which has never been further from our reach, is 
one that good technology design could and 
should make more straightforwardly and 
universally attainable than ever before. 

What Moment, Siempo, Unglue, Calendly, 
SaneBox, and similar applications are aiming to 
deliver is that kind of beneficial magic and focus 


enhancement. They seek to reduce the frictions 
that we as users must endure in attaining focus. 
Most of the mechanisms that inhibit or destroy 
our focus create stress, unhappiness, regret, or 
sadness once they become too interruptive. (As 
described earlier, Mark Suster, for example, 
wrote that he had deleted Twitter from his 
phone because the constant news stream made 
him unhappy all too often.) 

In sympathy with Tristan Harris’s user-rights 
manifesto, we have a vision of a technology 
world that works for humans rather than 
against them and that has each and every 
company consider the long-term health and 
benefit of its users to be an imperative design 
consideration. Even if it meant less profit in the 
short term, they would restrain themselves from 
inducing patterns of destructive 
overconsumption. We propose that this would 
work as follows. 

First, technology makers would define 
patterns that suggest problem use—preferably 
without identifying problem users as 
individuals. Such patterns would include 
spending an inordinate amount of time with the 
product, spending too much money, or regularly 
exhibiting unhealthy behaviors such as binge- 
watching. Triggered by such patterns in its use, 
the technology product would treat the user 
differently, offering help in altering these 
patterns. This may seem like a patronizing 
approach, but we would wager that, given the 
option, many people would welcome the help. 

In a work context, we might see Slack 
warning heavy users not only that they must 
keep desktop notifications enabled but also that 
they are in the upper percentage of GIF senders 
or message senders. E-mail providers might 
offer batch receiving of messages to its users 


who otherwise tend to respond the most quickly 
(which could indicate compulsion to check for 
and respond to messages). Or every e-mail client 
could offer batch receiving as its default mode, 
or simply ask us every day how many times we 
want to check e-mail that day (in a Siri-like 
voice, of course). 

For consumers of video, product designers for 
Netflix and YouTube, for example, would make 
auto-play an opt-in function. In fact, opt in 
would become the default rather than requiring 
opt out as the standard product design. And 
when product designers did choose to deploy 
opt out, they would allow people to opt out very 
easily whenever the feature was showing. For 
example, every video auto-play would also 
display a Stop Auto-Play button as a preference. 
That might slow consumption, but then again it 
might help all of us feel more in control, be 
more productive, and be more loyal customers. 

But how can initiatives such as these be given 
teeth and profit motive? We are hopeful that, in 
some cases, the profit motive will take care of 
itself. Both Netflix and LinkedIn have cracked 
that nut, as have Spotify and numerous other 
subscription-based technology businesses. In 
such a case, inducing massive consumption 
beyond a certain point becomes 
counterproductive of customer satisfaction; we 
suspect that these businesses know exactly 
where that threshold lies. 

And, yes, those platforms are now just as 
guilty of the same attention-grabbing offenses 
as the free platforms. But they have the benefit 
of paid users and a willingness to put a value on 
attention, participation, and services rendered. 
The challenge is to price attention, 
participation, and customer satisfaction and 
loyalty in the attention economy. 


So how might this work? Imagine that 
Facebook charges looked like our regular 
mobile-phone bills with a set of a la carte 
services. We could opt in or out of those services 
—for example, no ads in our feed, and a Focus 
button on our home page that blocks all 
notifications—and pay for them as features. 

We realize that charging users is exceptionally 
difficult, and is probably not going to happen 
with Facebook or Google; it will probably be the 
next entrant that cracks this model. But we can 
point to one example in corporate America 
where businesses are showing exceptional 
ability to put a price on such fuzzy costs: Benefit 
Corporations (B Corps), whose ranks are 
growing quickly. Some extremely profitable and 
successful brands, such as Patagonia and 
Athleta, have become B Corps. Technology 
companies would find it at least as simple to 
enact a similar ethos of ensuring that the 
product and service on offer does no harm and 
is in the best interests of society. 

The B Corp validation and rating process 
could easily incorporate a set of values and 
measurements specifically designed for 
technology companies. For example, a tech 
company that could be rated as a B Corp would 
allow users to unsubscribe from the service in 
no more than three clicks and without having to 
send an e-mail or make a phone call. The 
government of China mandates that game 
companies put in place user warnings beyond a 
certain number of hours; B Corp tech companies 
would have to warn users that their actions 
were perhaps unhealthy after they averaged 
more than, say, two hours of use per day over a 
week. 


HOW EMPLOYERS CAN AND SHOULD 
RESPOND: REDUCE NOISE, TOOLS, AND 
i= ROLE Or Thine, 


In the workplace, the existence of a hierarchy 
simplifies the rationalization of distractions. 
Rather than think only of how a new tool or 
application is going to provide yet another 
feature and capability, in deciding which tools to 
use, workers and managers must think about 
the cumulative effects of their decisions. This 
may fly in the face of the BYOA (Bring Your Own 
App) culture, but it acknowledges the collective 
price of switching costs. 

We advocate what we call “the Rule of Three”: 
teams should try to narrow down their primary 
tools and applications, beyond e-mail, calendar, 
and word processing, to three choices. This, we 
believe, will cover the work requirements for 90 
percent of teams in the workplace today. A 
team’s need for more than three tools is 
commonly a sign of distress and trouble (though 
in certain cases it simply indicates that the tools 
for the team’s job are not integrated). Society is 
levying high switching costs on that team. 


THE SILENT START AND OTHER WAYS 
TO RETHINK WORK 


Slowing down interruptions and encouraging 
more deep work is exceptionally difficult when a 
multitask ethos is ingrained. To combat 
multitasking during meetings and try to keep 
meetings meaningful, Amazon mandates that 
attendees spend the first part of a meeting 
reading a printed agenda and additional 
information that sets the table for the meeting. 
CEO Jeff Bezos calls it “the silent start.”” This is 
very good meeting hygiene and, according to 


Bezos, a wonderful way to spark innovation and 
interesting ideas. 

It is really up to organizational leaders, such 
as Bezos, to give workers and their 
organizations the safe space in which to be 
creative and productive and fulfill their 
potential. We advocate that every company 
create a cohesive productivity policy. Some 
companies are already performing in-depth 
reviews on employee productivity and practices, 
meeting structures, meeting attendance, how 
quickly e-mails are answered, how documents 
are shared—all the minutiae that make up the 
bulk of our working day and can easily create 
employment hell. 

The policy—or we can call it a performance 
enhancement plan (PEP) if you need an HR- 
friendly buzzword—could signify both 
management’s willingness to allow employees to 
design their work experiences and the 
willingness of employees to take ownership for 
the creation of a healthy environment that 
promotes productivity, balance, flow, and, as a 
consequence, work satisfaction. 

For example, what if your company had a 
policy to actively discourage employees from 
checking and responding to e-mails every five 
minutes, and instead set up the e-mail servers 
to batch-receive e-mail messages on the hour or 
the half-hour? (This is entirely possible and 
almost trivial to implement.) What if companies 
had a warning system baked into calendars to 
alert employees that they are allocating more 
than 20 percent of their time to meetings, and 
highlighting transmission and reception of 
messages on weekends or e-mail threads that 
extend beyond five round trips? What if the 
system alerted users who overuse “reply all” in 
environments that don’t generally need it? 


We could, in principle, build a work- 
satisfaction index—a single number that rates 
an employee’s state of work fulfillment and a 
manager’s adherence to these kinds of policies. 
Using the same tools that increasingly track 
productivity and monitor what employees do, we 
could easily make visible the unhealthy 
practices that lead to so much work frustration 
and discontentment. 

Some companies have ad hoc versions of 
systems that work by giving employees 
maximum freedom. Netflix, for example, tells 
employees to take as much vacation as they 
want to and as much family leave as they want 
to, and even to show up at the office when they 
want to; its only requirement is for employees to 
be top performers. Best Buy for a while had a 
“meetings entirely optional policy” as part of its 
Results Oriented Work Program. That policy was 
discontinued in 2013, but many employees and 
managers felt that it worked extremely well by 
allowing people to design their work 
engagements and minimize imposition of time- 
wasting distractions. The core message of all 
this should be “Design the work environment 
you need, and we will back you up and let you 
deliver. Just be sure to deliver.” 

Building such a culture of freedom takes a 
particularly strong stomach, for CEOs, 
managers, and employees. It necessitates that 
all of us take personal responsibility to banish 
FOMO, to avoid interruptions, and to silence our 
inner technology demons. So far, we collectively 
have remained unsure whether such drastic 
approaches could work over the long haul, 
because the broader pressures to be always 
“on” amid job uncertainty are so great. 

As employees, we should always ask what the 
realistic expectations are for our roles and the 


culture of the company. If that culture goes 
against our notion of designed freedom of 
choice and flow, then we should vote with our 
feet and find work somewhere else. As leaders, 
executives must begin paying more than lip 
service to notions of holistic approaches to 
employee and organizational health. 

For the most part, in a white-collar 
environment, productivity, engagement, and 
workplace satisfaction are closely related. 
Productivity is a measure of the output achieved 
per hour of input. Note that this is a ratio of one 
to the other, not an absolute. Numerous studies 
have shown that beyond a certain point, 
working excessive hours yields rapidly 
diminishing returns. True, that balance may 
shift, for instance when we are under looming 
project deadlines. But, as when we’ve crammed 
for exams at university, we need a break 
afterward: time to recharge our energy and our 
well-being. This too must be baked into the 
work environment. 


HOW GOVERNMENTS SHOULD 
RESPOND: REGULATE WHERE 
NECESSARY 


In some cases, resolution of the problems 
resulting from technology design and build may 
require government intervention. Though we 
would hope that companies would recognize 
when what they are doing is clearly not in the 
public interest, the profit motive may be too 
deeply ingrained, as has been borne out in 
other industries that foster deep addictions, 
such as the tobacco and alcohol industries, the 
gambling industry, and the processed-food (junk 
food) industry. 


Particularly in order to protect children, we 
think that regulation or government intervention 
will be necessary. Some governments have taken 
that step. South Korea considers Internet 
addiction one of its most serious public-health 
issues. The average South Korean high-school 
student spends twenty-three hours a week 
playing online games. As of June 2007, South 
Korea had trained more than one thousand 
counselors to treat Internet and gaming 
addiction. The government has also signed up 
nearly two hundred hospitals and treatment 
centers in the campaign. In China, current laws 
strongly discourage more than three hours of 
daily game use by children under the age of 
eighteen. Chinese Internet game operators are 
mandated to install anti-addiction systems 
whereby the first three hours of play proceed 
normally, but the games themselves award 
points far more slowly for the next two hours, 
after which users receive in-game warnings like 
this: “You have entered unhealthy game time; 
please go off line immediately to rest. If you do 
not, your health will be damaged, and your 
points will be cut to zero.”> 

These ways of approaching the problem do 
seem extraordinarily heavy-handed. An example 
of perhaps a better regulatory approach would 
be to ban companies from the advertising of 
games marketed for children under the age of 
eighteen, just as tobacco and alcohol companies 
are banned from advertising in publications or 
programs for children. In general, however, 
regulating our interactions with technology is a 
particularly tricky task because degrees of 
excess depend on individual vulnerabilities. 

One case that seems to clearly call for 
regulation is that of texting while driving. A 
technology solution should be mandated to stop 


drivers from texting while their vehicles are in 
motion. Maybe this could be a granular 
geofencing of the driver’s seat. It also could 
entail much stricter penalties for accidents 
caused by texting while driving. But a problem 
that causes not just loss of attention but loss of 
lives seems to demand a solution that doesn’t 
wait for an accident to happen. As discussed, 
Apple introduced an optional feature called “Do 
Not Disturb While Driving” as part of iOS 11. 
Whenever the phone is connected to a car using 
either Bluetooth or a cable, or if the car is 
moving, the phone can withhold notifications. 
This raises the question: why shouldn’t it be 
mandatory—and in all mobile phones? No 
matter that leading technologists, business 
leaders, and politicians are calling for 
regulation, it is not in the cards. As a society we 
still seem to be strugglng to come to grips with 
the reality that we have far less control over our 
impulses than we want to believe we have. And 
we are struggling to control our interactions 
with the most addictive set of technologies ever 
unleashed. Agency assumes choice, but when 
choice is dictated by the companies that profit 
from our addictions and our bad habits, then 
the road to true reform will be long, bumpy, and 
painful. 

Until the makers find the incentive to limit the 
push of their technologies into our lives, the 
best we can do is engineer our lives and our 
environments to craft a healthier relationship 
with our tech. We will not always succeed. 
Changing habits now hard-wired from years of 
activities is, as any behavioral psychologist can 
tell you, exceedingly difficult. We have to make 
these changes, however: for our own sakes, for 
the sake of society, and for the sake of our 
children. We might well be the last generation 


that remembers what life was like before the 
smartphone so totally dominated our lives as to 
become truly an extension of our brains and our 
beings—and likely on terms we have little or no 
say in setting. If we can build the muscles to 
wrestle back control and take a clear-eyed view 
of technologies’ effects on our lives, our 
relationships, and our work, then the future will 
be much brighter and happier for us, our 
families, and our communities. 





A Personal Epilogue 


Almost immediately after we pitched this book 
to our publishers, criticism broke out about the 
business practices, ethics, and values of the big 
technology companies. In August 2017, 
sociologist Jean Twenge published her book 
iGen, which examines how teenagers are 
growing up with technology dominating their 
lives while being completely unprepared for 
adulthood.! Her September 2017 article in The 
Atlantic, discussed in chapter 6, sparked a 
firestorm of commentary and criticism. Former 
New Republic editor Franklin Foer published 
World Without Mind: The Existential Threat of 
Big Tech in September 2017, a polemic that 
criticizes Google, Facebook, and other tech 
giants for what he regards as soulless 
monopolism that seeks to understand every 
facet of our identities and influence every 
decision of our lives for profit.” In a blog post 
titled “Hard questions: Is spending time on 
social media bad for us?” Facebook’s director of 
research, David Ginsberg, finally acknowledged 
that perhaps the social network was not so good 
for its users.” (The eye-popping irony of the post 
was that the prescription to solve the problem 
was even more in-depth Facebook participation!) 
That’s not all. In early 2018, Roger McNamee 
stoked the fires with articles in Washington 
Monthly and the Washington Post. Then came an 
open letter to Tim Cook from Jana Partners and 
CalSTRS about the impact of the iPhone on 
children. One of the biggest advocates for 
technology on the planet then came down hard 
on Facebook: on January 23, 2018, Salesforce 


CEO Marc Benioff compared Facebook to the 
tobacco companies and urged that we regulate 
the social network.* 

A backdrop to all this is the steady stream of 
revelations about how Russian intelligence 
agencies used the social-media platforms 
Twitter and Facebook and the search engine 
Google to target political ads with the aim of 
swaying the most critical counties in swing 
states for Donald Trump and away from Hillary 
Clinton in the 2016 U.S. presidential election. 
Evidence also emerged that Russia had sought 
to influence the Brexit vote regarding whether 
the United Kingdom should leave the European 
Union.” 

Within a very short span, we watched the 
world’s suspicions of big technology companies 
hit a fever pitch. The theme was how technology 
—specifically products and applications and 
devices built by the largest, richest technology 
companies—has come to dominate our lives, 
stamp out innovation, and put our democratic 
values at risk. This culminated in October 2017 
when the New York Times ran a feature article 
in its Sunday Review opinions and commentary 
section titled “Silicon Valley is not your friend.”° 
The situation had gone from quiet, whispered 
concerns among our techno-savvy friends to an 
international debate about how much 
responsibility the giant tech firms (and all tech 
firms, really) had for the health and well-being 
of their users. 

This is why, in retrospect, we are doubly glad 
to be writing this book. However widespread 
criticisms of tech might be, Big Tech is not 
going away. Facebook, Google, Twitter, and 
Amazon are not going to be regulated out of 
existence. And, frankly, what they do is valuable 
to us individually and collectively. 


It is unlikely that any regulation will happen. 
That said, the electric cattle prod of nasty public 
comeuppances has awakened the sleeping 
giants of Silicon Valley from their slumber and 
naiveté. They are now at least open to the idea 
that pushing every psychological button 
possible to ensure we never leave Facebook or 
that we buy more and more products from 
Amazon or that we retweet and post more and 
more content on Twitter is not only against our 
best interest but also against the best interest 
of the companies themselves over the long haul. 
Something better will come along, with a better 
monetization model that is more in harmony 
with the needs of users. Already Google and 
Facebook are facing higher costs of acquiring 
users. 

Congressional hearings come and go. As 
observers of Silicon Valley from the pre-Google 
and pre-Facebook eras, we find that the 
criticism of technology and its makers, the 
questioning, resonates with most of the people 
we have spoken with. A wholesale change in 
public opinion has occurred. We firmly believe 
that people—including users—are more closely 
scrutinizing Big Tech and that we are now 
readier to push for meaningful changes in the 
way tech interacts with us than we have been at 
any time in recent memory. 

This is why writing this book has been one of 
the most rewarding experiences we have ever 
had. In our discussions with dozens of friends 
and colleagues, and with thousands of people 
on line, every single individual we spoke with 
said that the issues of technology pervasiveness 
resonate and are of utmost importance to them 
personally and to society as a whole, showing us 
how similar their struggles are to our own. They 
worry about what technology is doing to their 


brains and to their families. They feel a loss of 
control over their lives. Some have taken steps 
to regain their lives. A handful of people 
aggressively limit the way their children are 
permitted to use technology. Many people 
pointed us to primers on how to shut down auto- 
play videos on Netflix and YouTube. Others have 
decided to put their phones on Do Not Disturb 
during the workday. 

One senior executive at a Fortune 500 retailer 
began locking his smartphone in the glove 
compartment whenever he parked in his 
driveway. A department at a company where 
Alex used to work instituted meeting-free 
Fridays (a policy Alex had championed while he 
worked there). We spoke to several executives 
who, at the admin level, shut off employees’ e- 
mail accounts while they were on vacation and 
set up autoresponders. None of these steps 
were nuclear strikes against technology. No one 
stripped away technology use entirely or got off 
the grid. But many people took steps to regain 
some control and approach a saner, more 
balanced life. 

These people more than once spoke of 
beginning to notice all the little ways in which 
technology had limited their choices and 
control. Many were saddened by it. They noticed 
the compulsion to check e-mail while they were 
out on rare dates with their spouses. Newly 
sensitized, they began to count all the small 
ways in which Facebook tries to manipulate 
them and engage them more deeply. They 
complained about the difficulty they experienced 
in putting boundaries on their digital lives 
across their myriad services, screens, and 
systems. They were finding it painful and 
cumbersome to treat the problem. 


We also began to slowly change our lives. Alex 
banned screens in the bedroom and no longer 
works on computers at home after 6 p.m. (at 
least, when he is not on book deadlines). He 
installed a router that is designed to put in 
place policies on who can use what on the 
Internet. And in his house, the Internet goes 
dark at 8 p.m. for everyone. When he needs to 
work, he goes to a coffee shop or some other 
place to allow his family a safe space in the 
evenings, away from technology. 

Following the lead of his executive friend, 
Alex began to shove his phone in the glove box 
of his car or in the door slot whenever he drives 
anywhere. He has stopped worrying about 
making sure that some form of useful 
information is coming out of the speakers or is 
on the screen for reading at every moment of 
the day, freeing him from fiddling with the 
phone at stop signs to find a replay of a good 
podcast. 

In conversations and in meetings, Alex places 
his phone out of sight in his book bag or his 
pocket. He turns on Do Not Disturb for most of 
the day, allowing calls to go to voicemail to be 
triaged later in the day. In writing this book, 
Alex (like Nicholas Carr) shut off Internet access 
or wrote in places with no mobile phone or 
Internet reception. He continues to struggle 
with a nasty e-mail addiction and may do so for 
the rest of his life. 

Alex has begun using a tool for managing 
social media, in order to limit his social-media 
interactions to one check per day. He schedules, 
in advance, posts of news he finds interesting. 
He also tries to batch his writing and reading of 
e-mail into three windows per day. As a result of 
these changes to his life, he has been able to 
increase the amount of deep work he is doing, 


and he now schedules outside time nearly every 
day: either a walk in the woods ora jog ona 
trail or some kind of sports with his son and his 
friends. His kids are very resentful that he now 
imposes limits on them, but that’s not 
surprising. 

Vivek has started turning his computer off for 
two hours at a time to read and think and take 
breaks from technology. He turns his computer 
off and puts his phone into Do Not Disturb mode 
at 9 p.m. After more than a decade of being 
hyperactive on social media, Vivek now 
disconnects from Twitter (his favorite outlet) for 
a full day each weekend, and for a half a day 
during the week. He still feels the strong pull to 
check social media, because he loves the 
conversations, but he recognizes that they are 
frequent enough to detract from real-world 
interactions. He has also stopped responding to 
the majority of the messages he gets on Twitter, 
having learned that one usually comes out 
ahead by not saying anything on social media. 

Vivek also schedules regular walks in the 
county and state parks around Silicon Valley and 
completely disconnects on Sundays. He has 
stopped listening to voicemails. And when he’s 
with his children, he puts his devices away. 

Like Alex, Vivek continues to struggle with 
compulsive smartphone and screen behaviors 
that have been burned into his brain through 
many years of unconscious consumption. He 
hopes to further reduce screen time and spend 
more time reading books and talking with 
people face to face. He already recognizes that 
those in-person meetings are both more 
fulfilling and more useful. 

Our goal for this book is that it may actually 
make an impression on enough people to 
change their view of technology. We don’t want 


to convince them that technology is dangerous 
and bad, or that technology should be banned 
or technological innovation halted. Rather, we 
want readers to understand the importance of 
mindful use of technology. All of us should use 
these products, these miracles of silicon and 
software, only on our own terms. We should 
demand more control and simpler choices. For 
their part, the technology companies, and the 
employers and others who impose technology 
use upon us or design our user experiences, 
must begin to factor in the human costs. 

And, yes, we do believe that some government 
intervention may be required. In China, for 
example, the government has imposed limits on 
the amount of time per day that children under 
eighteen can play video games. That doesn’t 
seem like a bad idea here in America. Children 
are treated differently in every other form of 
media right now and are prevented from 
watching movies with excessive violence or 
nudity. Why not require game makers to limit 
how long kids and teens can play? 

We sincerely hope that all of us have crossed 
over from the early days of unconscious tech 
consumption to a period of much more attentive 
and considered use—and that, in the future, our 
relationship with our technology will be 
healthier and more sustainable, without costs 
we’re unwilling to bear. If we can make these 
kinds of changes, we will all be less lonely and 
less isolated. We will spend more time talking to 
each other, walking outside, connecting with 
nature. We will still have everything technology 
brings: online maps and navigation, social 
media, smartphones, e-mail and text, photo 
sharing, and more. But we will be much smarter 
about the ways in which we choose to use these 
tools. 


At work, we will have more time to focus on 
the critical tasks, with fewer interruptions. Our 
bosses will be happy to see us spend hours of 
focused work and will not mind that we have not 
responded to an e-mail promptly. And our 
vacations will be truly unplugged and 
restorative. The companies that make all these 
technological miracles happen will endow us 
with easier ways to turn off features we don’t 
like and, in general, to design our lives and our 
days so that tech fits our needs and wishes 
rather than assuming control over our impulses 
and lives. 

Most important of all, we hope that our 
children’s children will not be part of a 
generation unable to conceive of unplugged 
time or to endure sitting and reading a print 
book for half an hour. 

Yes, we must change the old ways and adapt. 
We recognize that. But the new ways must not 
obliterate and dominate the old ones. Those 
ways are the product of millennia of evolution 
and clearly have enduring value. Modernity, and 
its close cousin technology, must not demand 
that we as users either adapt or be miserable 
and lonely. Modernity must be a choice that 
suits us, our children, and our children’s 
children. 
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